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ABSTRACT 
 
 
THROUGH THE EYES OF GAY AND MALE BISEXUAL COLLEGE STUDENTS:  
A CRITICAL VISUAL QUALITATIVE STUDY OF THEIR EXPERIENCES  
BEING OUT AND STAYING SAFE ON CAMPUS 
by 
Matthew Kyle Robison 
 
  
 Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or transgender (LGBT) college students have a history 
of suffering from discriminatory, marginalizing, and prejudicial attitudes and practices on 
American college and university campuses.  These homophobic and heterosexist 
environments often lead to an unwelcoming, hostile, and sometimes dangerous campus 
climate for LGBT college students, prohibiting them to lead out and open lives on 
campus.  Implementing a critical qualitative methodology, this study examined the lived 
experiences of 9 out gay and bisexual male college students at an urban research 
university located in the southeastern United States.  The study focused on the following 
three research questions:  
1) What is the college experience like for an individual who identifies as an 
 
out gay or male bisexual student?  
 
2) What does safety mean to an individual who identifies as an out gay or  
 
male bisexual student?  
 
3) How does an individual navigate staying safe as an out gay or male  
  
 bisexual student? 
The study specifically focused on the participants’ lived experiences of being out 
gay and male bisexual college students and their perceptions of safety and what safety 
meant to them as out members of the LGBT community on campus.  It also incorporated 
  
 
the use of visual methods to compliment the traditional qualitative research approach.  
The results of the study centered around four major themes:  
1) The presence of LGTB’ness is integral to the LGBT student experience. 
 
2) Being involved and feeling connected to campus serves as a pivotal component of  
 
the LGBT student experience.  
 
3) Navigating masculinity is complicated given traditional gender roles.  
 
4) Classroom climate is a major factor for the success and safety of LGBT students.  
    
Reviewing the results of this study college faculty, staff, and administrators can 
begin to understand the unique experiences of LGBT college students; and through this 
meaning making process, higher education officials can learn what is needed to improve 
the college experience for this historically marginalized minority.  LGBT students enroll 
in college expecting their voices to be heard, their needs to be met, and their campus 
climates to be safe and welcoming.  This study directly informed what colleges and 
universities can do to better meet the needs of LGBT college students and ensure they 
have a welcoming and safe college environment.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION  
 
“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  
 
The above quotation comes from a letter penned by the late Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in 
April 1963 as he sat in a Birmingham, Alabama jail during the American Civil Rights 
Movement.  His letter served as a warning to a deeply segregated and racially divided country 
that, until we, as a nation, wipe out oppression and discrimination, all members of society are at 
risk.  Dr. King stated in his letter that “whatever affects one, affects all indirectly” (1963, para. 
4).   Though his words at the time spoke specifically to race relations in this country, I believe 
that the spirit of his message can be extended much further to encompass all injustices in 
American society. Whether rooted in racism, sexism, classism, heterosexism, or homophobia, 
any type of marginalization of a person or groups of people based on circumstances beyond their 
control is an unacceptable  “injustice” and  should have no place in  American society.   
These different forms of discrimination and prejudice have long plagued American 
society and continue to infect all facets of contemporary culture.  There are countless writings on 
racism (Feagin & Sikes, 1994; West, 2001; Lipsitz, 2006), sexism (Dworkin, 1979; hooks, 1981; 
Babcock & Laschever, 2003), and classism (Zinn, 1980; Gans, 1996; hooks, 2000) that serve to 
oppress and suppress various minority groups.  Homophobia and heterosexism are two additional 
forms of prejudice and discrimination that are deeply embedded in modern American society, 
and negatively affect the lives of all members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or transgender 
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(LGBT) communities.  Similar to other forms of discrimination, there has been much research 
conducted on and books and articles written about the causes and effects of both heterosexism 
and homophobia in American society (Pharr, 1988; Comstock, 1991; D’Augelli, 1990; 
D’Augelli, 1991; Obear, 1991; Blumenfeld, 1992; Cramer, 2002; Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg, 
2002; Herek, 2004).    
The term “homophobia” was fashioned by the psychologist George Weinberg in the early 
1970s and was used to describe an irrational fear of and hate for homosexual individuals (Herek, 
2004).  For the purpose of this study, I conceptualize homophobia and heterosexism according to 
the definitions that Cramer (2002) offers.  Cramer defines homophobia as the “fear, disgust, 
hatred, and/or avoidance of lesbians and gay men…behavioral manifestations of homophobic 
feelings and beliefs include antigay discrimination and antigay hate crimes” (p. 2).  Cramer 
defines “heterosexism” as:  
The expectation that all persons should be or are heterosexual. The belief that 
 heterosexual relations are normal and the norm. These expectations and beliefs occur on 
 individual, institutional, and cultural levels. The behavioral manifestations of 
 heterosexist beliefs include denying marriage licenses for same sex-couples and 
 restricting health and retirement benefits to those in heterosexual marriages (p. 2).  
  
Before one can truly understand the effects of heterosexism and homophobia on the 
LGBT community, both these terms need to be situated in the overarching context of oppression.  
Pellegrinni (1992) defines oppression as: 
A process; it is constituted within and through a complicated and dynamic network of 
 asymmetrical power relations. Oppression is all about power…the power to maim, 
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 physically, mentally, and emotionally; and, importantly the power to set the very terms 
 of power (pp. 53-54).  
Oppressive systems seek to maintain the status quo giving the ability for one group or groups of 
people to maintain almost unquestionable power over other groups in society (Komives & 
Woodard, 1996).  Once a better understanding of what oppression is and how it operates in 
society is gained, the true effects of homophobia and heterosexism can be easily understood.  As 
stated by Pellegrinni, oppression reinforces complex power relations and individuals who are not 
included in the setting of the power agenda often suffer brutal consequences. This is often the 
case for members of the LGBT community who are victims of homophobia and heterosexism.   
 To put the discrimination that LGBT individuals suffer in American society in 
perspective, one only has to look to numerous studies that report the prevalence of homophobic 
attitudes harbored by many individuals in society and the reports of discrimination and prejudice 
that LGBT individuals suffer as a result of these attitudes.  The National Gay and Lesbian Task 
Force (NGLTF), an organization that fights for full LGBT equality in all facets of American 
society, has conducted and gathered much research over the years, which documents the 
struggles of the LGBT community.  These struggles become painfully apparent when it is 
reported that LGBT youth are almost 4 times more likely than their heterosexual peers to attempt 
suicide and those LGBT youth rejected by their families are 8.4 times more likely to attempt 
suicide (Johnson, n.d.).  Adding concern to these alarming statistics are practices of heterosexism 
and homophobia that are “preserved through the routine operation of major social institutions 
such as employment…marriage…law…and religion” (Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002, p. 8).   
These social institutions betray the trust of LGBT individuals and do nothing to protect the rights 
of this oppressed minority from the will of the discriminatory majority. 
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 With this context in place, the problem becomes clear: The incorporation of heterosexist 
ideas and homophobic practices in all facets of daily life trickle down through society. Societal 
judgments and practices eventually find their way onto college campuses.  As a result of a 
system of ingrained homophobic, heterosexist systems of oppression, college students who 
identity as LGBT often experience harassment, discrimination, and prejudice on campus 
(D’Augelli, 1989a, 1989b, 1990, 1991, 1992; Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002; Rankin, 2001, 
2003; Renn, 2010). However, I think it is important to note that before students ever reach the 
college gates, they bring with them years of often painful memories from their K-12 educational 
experiences. A 2007 National School Climate Survey conducted by the Gay, Lesbian, and 
Straight Educational Network (GLSEN) (2008) documented the tumultuous experiences of 6,209 
LGBT middle and high school students from across the country. Among the results, nine out of 
ten respondents reported harassment at school each day. The Human Rights Watch (2001) also 
found LGBT youth are nearly 3 times as likely to be assaulted or involved in at least one 
physical fight at school because of their sexual orientation.  Such statistics reinforce the need for 
scholarly work to take place on the conditions faced by LGBT students in the K-12 and post-
secondary educational environments. Below is a brief review of additional key research findings 
from the GLSEN survey:  
 86.2% of LGBT students reported being verbally harassed, 44.1% reported  
being physically harassed and 22.1% reported being physically assaulted at school 
in the past year because of their sexual orientation.  
 73.6% heard derogatory remarks such as “faggot” or “dyke” frequently or often at 
  school.  
5 
 
 
 More than half (60.8%) of students reported that they felt unsafe in school  
  because of their sexual orientation, and more than a third (38.4%) felt unsafe  
  because of their gender expression.  
 31.7% of LGBT students missed a class and 32.7% missed a day of school in the  
  past month because of feeling unsafe, compared to only 5.5% and 4.5%,   
  respectively, of a national sample of secondary school students.  
 The reported grade point average of students who were more frequently harassed  
  because of their sexual orientation or gender expression was almost half a grade  
  lower than for students who were less often harassed, 2.8 versus 2.4.  
 (GLSEN National School Climate Survey, 2008)  
 The same students who have suffered both physical and mental abuse in middle and high 
school often come to college to escape from the painful experiences of their pre-college 
educational journeys (Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002). However, often college does not 
serve as a respite for LGBT students, but a continued exposure to prejudicial and discriminatory 
actions and attitudes.  These tumultuous college experiences were well documented in the State 
of Higher Education for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender People Report (2010) released 
by Campus Pride, a national, non-profit organization which works to create safe(r) spaces on 
college campuses for LGBT students.   
 In spring 2009, 5,149 LGBT students, staff, and faculty were surveyed with respondents 
representing all 50 states and all Carnegie institutional types were surveyed.  The survey 
produced some alarming results, finding: 
 LGBQ respondents experienced significantly greater harassment and  
discrimination than their heterosexual allies and were more likely to indicate the  
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harassment was based on sexual identity.   
 Respondents who identified as transmasculine, transfeminine, and gender non- 
 conforming (GNC) experienced higher rates of harassment than men and  
 women and were more likely to indicate gender identity as the basis.  
 Multiple minoritized identities (e.g. racial identity and sexual identity; racial 
identity and gender identity) encountered multiple forms of oppression.  
 LGBQ respondents had more negative perceptions of campus climate than their 
heterosexual counterparts. 
 The intersection of multiple cultural and social identities increased the risk for 
negative perceptions of campus climate. 
(State of Higher Education for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender People, 
2010) 
 Today’s institutions of higher education are more diverse than they have ever been.  
From different race/ethnicities to genders and sexual orientations, college students today 
represent a diverse sampling of American society (Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002).  
However, this ever-expanding diversity of college students challenges institutions of higher 
learning to meet the needs and demands of all students and create a welcoming environment for 
everyone.  Many institutions take for granted that all students feel welcome and safe on campus 
(Cramer, 2002). However, it is often a different story for the LGBT student population as was 
highlighted in the aforementioned State of Higher Education report.  
 Those students who identify as LGBT are often met with not only an unwelcoming, but 
also a hostile campus environment (Evans & D’Augelli, 1996; Evans & Rankin, 1998; Rankin, 
2001, 2003). Many of today’s LGBT college students have experienced multiple forms of 
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homophobia and heterosexism (Sears & Williams, 1997; Cramer, 2002).   Starting in the early 
1990s, D’Augelli & Rose (1990) documented deeply held beliefs of homophobia among 
heterosexual freshmen college students.  A 1992 study by D’Augelli described the nature of the 
harassment and discrimination experienced by self-identified lesbian and gay undergraduate 
students. In this study, D’Augelli found that many LGBT students had been not only verbally 
harassed but also often threatened with physical violence.  The harassment and discrimination 
did not lend itself only to student-on-student occurrences, as shown in another D’Augelli (1991) 
study, which found that students often experienced derogatory comments, harassment, unfair 
treatment and overall discrimination from faculty, staff, and university administrators. Though 
some of this research dates back twenty years, once reviewed, an ugly history of discrimination, 
prejudice and oppression quickly emerges and the magnitude of harm to LGBT individuals 
becomes blatantly apparent.  
More recently, a University of Georgia (UGA) research group assessed the campus 
climate for LGBT students. The results of this study were published in a report entitled In the 
Shadow of the Arch: Safety and Acceptance of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer 
Students at the University of Georgia (2002).  The overall study findings indicated that the 
University’s educational mission was not being fulfilled when it pertained to LGBT respondents.  
One surveyed student reported  that “the university treats anti-gay behavior as an inevitable fact 
of life and places the blame for such behavior back on the gay person himself rather than 
educating those doing the harassing” (p.1).    
Other studies replicated and reinforced the results found at the University of Georgia.  
For example, a study by Rankin (2003) found that 74% percent of students rated their campus as 
homophobic and an additional 60% of LGB students reported concealing their sexual or gender 
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identities to avoid harassment and discrimination.  The literature indicated a true need for 
research on how these hostile atmospheres can be transformed into places of safety and 
acceptance for LGBT students.  Evans (2002) indicated that “vehicles for indicating support 
are…crucial in creating learning communities that are inclusive of LGBT students” (p. 522).   
In my research, I examined, through studying the experiences of LGBT college students, 
what colleges and universities can do to better ensure the successful and safe inclusion of LGBT 
students into all aspects of university life.  I examined how colleges and universities can create 
“safe zones” (Evans, 2002, p. 522) which create campus environments that are safe for students 
to live their lives without fear of harassment, discrimination, and/or prejudice.  
Purpose 
 
Realizing the environment that surrounds many LGBT college students each day, I 
believe it is extremely important to research the experiences of these college students. In this 
study, I strived to understand how today’s LGBT college students navigated the often times 
heterosexist and homophobic campus climate.  I also explored how students maintained a sense 
of safety and security.  I examined what is needed to be an “out” LGBT college student living 
daily in an environment where a student may be subjected to any form of homophobia and/or 
heterosexism, ranging from inappropriate remarks to threats of violence.  In my research, an out 
college student was defined as  a student who acknowledged and/or revealed their lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and/or transgender identity and integrated this LGBT identity into their personal and 
social life (de Monteflores & Schultz, 1978). 
As more college students openly identify as members of the LGBT community on 
campus, college and universities must be aware of the experiences of this increasingly visible 
community.  They must know what is needed to better support LGBT students to ensure the 
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safety and security of this historically oppressed and marginalized group (Wall & Evans, 2000). 
Sears (1987) notes that educators have a social responsibility to provide an environment that 
supports learning for all students—including LGBT individuals—free from physical and 
psychological abuse.  Sears continues:  
Educators have a social responsibility to promote human dignity and to further social 
 justice for gays and lesbians. In simplest terms this means providing a learning 
 environment that is free from physical or psychological abuse, that portrays honestly the 
 richness and diversity of humanity, that fosters an understanding of human sexuality, 
 that integrates homosexual themes and issues into the curriculum, and that counsels 
 young  people who have or may have a different sexual orientation (p. 81).  
 
 LGBT students are often an invisible minority on campus. Not being able to physically 
recognize those students who identity as LGBT, colleges and universities have continually 
neglected this minority student population (Evans & Wall, 1991; Wall & Evans, 2000; Sanlo, 
Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002).  This often times unresponsive or inattentive attitude by colleges 
and universities to the needs of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender college students has 
compounded the hostile experiences which LGBT students deal  with regularly (D’Augelli, 
1989a, 1989b, 1990, 1991; Governor’s Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993; Sanlo, 
Rankin, & Schoenberg, 2002).  
 To thoroughly examine the experiences of out LGBT college students, the following 
three research questions were used to guide this study:  
1) What is the college experience like for an individual who identifies as an 
 
out gay or male bisexual student?  
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2) What does safety mean to an individual who identifies as an out gay or  
 
male bisexual student?  
 
3) How does an individual navigate staying safe as an out gay or male  
bisexual student? 
Theoretical Framework 
 
When conducting research on historically marginalized individuals or groups in society, 
one needs to have a theoretical home base, which grounds the research in a larger sphere of 
meaning and understanding.   To ground this research study, I utilized critical theory to assist in 
the examination of the various ways in which students who identity as lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
and/or transgender (LGBT) have been historically oppressed, suppressed, and silenced by hidden 
power structures throughout society.  Developed out of the Frankfurt School from scholars 
connected with the Institute of Social Research at the University of Frankfurt in Germany, 
critical theory was born from a desire to challenge the status quo and disrupt entrenched power 
structures (Held, 1980).  Cooper, Fusarelli, and Randal (2004) write that critical theory 
“examines policy and society through the lens of oppressed groups, with a normative orientation 
toward freeing disenfranchised groups from conditions of domination and subjugation” (p. 9).  
Part of this disruption process can be seen as critical theory uncovers the privileges held by an 
advantaged class in society…privileges that this class is often unwilling to release (Kincheloe & 
McLaren, 2002).  Many of these privileges can be linked to issues of race, class, gender, and/or 
sexuality (Kincheloe and Steinberg, 1997).   
Though not of the Frankfurt School, Paulo Freire is another influential critical theorist 
who in his work Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) spoke directly to those oppressive systems 
which keep the oppressor in control and the oppressed weak and disenfranchised.  Freire (1970) 
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believed that, through education, the masses can overcome obstacles, challenge entrenched 
power structures, and regain their humanity.  Freire’s work, starting with Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed and continuing with his teachings and research, serves as a guiding force for 
contemporary critical theorists.   
Clark (n.d.) writes that, “research that aspires to be critical seeks, as its purpose of 
inquiry, to confront injustices in society” (para. 3).   The purpose of my inquiry was to uncover 
how injustices which have been endured by members of the LGBT community have both 
directly and indirectly affected the college experiences of LGBT students. In addition, my 
inquiry explored what colleges and universities can do to make safe the classrooms, dorm rooms, 
libraries, recreation centers and other places on campus, in order to create a comprehensive, 
campus-wide safe space for LGBT students.  As a critical researcher, I believe that the 
knowledge produced in this research study can be used as a first step toward addressing these 
injustices.  
In this study, I focused on the topic of sexuality and the privileging of heterosexuality in 
contemporary American society and how this privilege related to less than pleasant experiences 
for students who identify as LGBT.  I acknowledged that college students hold multiple 
identities and that sexual orientation constitutes just one positionality along with race, ethnicity, 
class, gender, age, (dis)ability, etc.  In my research, I was conscious of the intersectionality (see 
Crenshaw, 1989;1991) of these various identities and how they affected one another. I explored 
this intersectionality with the research participants and briefly discuss this topic in Chapter 4.  
In exploring how LGBT college students navigated their college experience, the 
principles of critical theory assisted me as I built relationships with my study participants and 
worked with them throughout the research process.  With a thorough understanding of what has 
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historically occurred with and to sexual minorities, the use of critical theory assisted me in 
thoroughly examining the master narrative of heteronormative culture as I attempted to discover 
the unique needs of  LGBT college students that often times go unmet. In addition, a critical 
mind set enriched my insight of my participants’ general experiences of college life and of 
safety.  Ultimately, the research produced in this study can be used to assist colleges and 
universities in the eradication of heterosexist and homophobic power structures on their 
campuses.  
Looking Ahead 
 In Chapter 2, I review the research relevant to my research topic.  The research will be 
broken down into three major sections: 1) Awareness and Visibility, 2) Campus Climate, 3) 
Identity Development.  
 Chapter 3 describes how I constructed my research study in an attempt to explore LGBT 
college students’ experiences using a critical qualitative methodology.  To complement this 
critical approach, I incorporated components of visual methods. Chapter 3 forms a blueprint for 
my study, outlining who I selected for my study, how they were selected, how the data was 
collected, coded and analyzed.  The combination of a critical qualitative methodology with the 
incorporation of visual methods gives my study an added depth which contributes fresh, new 
ideas to the scholarly research on LGBT college students.  
Chapter 4 outlines the results of the study. After an extensive date analysis, four major 
themes emerged from the research:  
1)  The presence of LGTB’ness is integral to the LGBT student experience.  
2) Being involved and feeling connected to campus serves as a pivotal component of  
 
 the LGBT student experience.  
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3) Navigating masculinity is complicated given traditional gender roles.  
4) Classroom climate is a major factor for the success and safety of LGBT students.  
In addition to the inclusion of various excerpts from participant interviews and researcher 
memos, Chapter 4 includes numerous images taken by the participants which were relevant to 
the meaning making process.  
In Chapter 5 I explore what was learned from this scholarly undertaking. I answer the 
original study research questions in the context of the four themes which emerged from the 
study. In addition, I offer recommendations to colleges and universities on what they can do to 
improve the overall college experience for LGBT college students. I end by exploring limitations 
to the research study and also offer areas of future research.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
 
Introduction  
 New scholarship should be built upon the work of previous scholars to provide 
contemporary anchors in the tried and trusted harbor of academic rigor.  It is for this reason, that 
in this chapter, I review the current literature that relates to the experiences of LGBT college 
students.   In my review, I grouped the literature into three major sections: 1) Awareness and 
Visibility, 2) Campus Climate, 3) Identity Development.  
Brief History 
 Scholarly writing and research on LGBT college students has its origins in the late 1970s 
and early to mid 1980s (Cass, 1979; Herek, 1986). Before this time, there was little, if any, 
scholarly interest paid to the LGBT community of students on college campuses across the 
country. This realization was not surprising because few LGBT students so declared themselves 
on any college campus across the country before the 1970s (Renn, 2010).  In addition, initial 
research focused primarily only on gay and lesbian students (Wall & Evans, 2000; Renn, 2010).  
The concept of bisexuality was introduced as research expanded to create the acronym LGB.  
Then in the late 1990s, the concept of transgender emerged as sexual identity and gender identity 
were separated, thus adding the T to the now common acronym, LGBT (Wall & Evans, 2000).   
 Before the 1970s, the primary text for dealing with LGBT students as identified by 
Tierney and Dilley (1998) was Willard Waller’s 1932 book The Sociology of Teaching.  Tierney 
and Dilley identified Waller’s work as a foundational (but methodologically flawed) text which 
served as the primary guide for how educators should approach LGBT students (and teachers) up 
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to the early 1970s.  Waller’s book portrayed homosexuality as a deviant, contagious, and 
dangerous disease (Renn, 2010).  Between the time Waller’s book was published and the start of 
the 1970s, “colleges and universities, following a similar philosophy designed to eradicate 
deviance from campus, routinely expelled male and female students caught in—or suspected of 
engaging in—compromising same sex activities” (p. 133).   
 As the 1970s began, homosexuality was becoming more visible in mainstream society, 
due in part to the 1969 Stonewall Riots in New York City. The famous and infamous Stonewall 
Riots occurred when a group of gay and lesbian individuals stood up to the New York City 
Police after suffering years of harassment and discrimination due to their sexual orientation 
(Stewart, 1997).  Many cite the Stonewall Riots as the beginning of the modern gay rights 
movement (Duberman, 1993).  In addition to Stonewall, in 1973, the American Psychiatric 
Association voted to remove homosexuality as a disease in its Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders (1973).  Both incidents indicated a slight shift in the nation’s ability to 
recognize the subject of homosexuality and those who belonged to this oppressed community.  
Homosexuality was no longer classified as an official disease. LGBT individuals were standing 
up for their rights, letting the country know that they were tired of years of harassment and 
discrimination and were not going to be invisible and voiceless any longer (Duberman, 1993).  
All of this activity in society at large sparked an interest in gay and lesbian individuals who were 
studying and living on college campuses.  Renn (2010) stated that “as gay and lesbians students 
became more visible on campus…professionals took notice” (p. 133).   
 At the conclusion of the 1970s, researcher Vivian Cass produced the first model of 
homosexual identity development, which is now considered a seminal research study for LGBT 
scholars (Degges-White, Rice, & Myers, 2000).  The Cass (1979) model consisted of six stages 
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and assisted those studying the gay and lesbian population to gain a much deeper understanding 
of how those in society who do not identify as heterosexual work through their identity 
development and navigate the experience of being gay to self and to society.  Over the years, the 
Cass model has received much criticism (see Stevens, 2004) for its somewhat linear approach to 
development, but it still stands as a groundbreaking piece of research on gay and lesbian 
individuals.  Building on the research that was started in the 1970s, the 1980s saw a continuation 
of research (Astin, 1982; Herek, 1986; Sears, 1987; Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Pharr, 1988; D’Augelli, 
1989ab; Troiden, 1989) on gay and lesbian  topics and a continued interest in students who 
identify as gay and lesbian on college campuses. Renn (2010) stated, 
 Four factors converged to stimulate scholarship on gay and lesbian issues in higher 
 education: Decreased pathologizing of minority sexualities, increased visibility of gays 
 and lesbians on and off campus, emerging emphasis on understanding various domains 
 (e.g., gender, race, sexuality) of students’ identities, and increased attention to campus 
 climate and experiences of nonmajority students (p. 134). 
 It is important to note here, as awareness and visibility grew during the 1990s, the LGBT 
community became increasingly empowered and began to take back a historically negative word 
associated with the gay community.  The word “queer” held many negative connotations for the 
older gay and lesbian communities, a term which has been reclaimed by a new generation of gay 
and lesbian individuals (Schneck, 2008).  The contemporary LGBT community views this 
historically derogatory term as a means to unite and empower a very diverse group of individuals 
around a common theme of difference, specifically different from the marginalizing, 
heterosexual, societal norm of straight. 
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The review of the literature starts with the 1980s, the decade that almost all research 
relevant and related to the study of LGBT college student was born.  However, much of the 
scholarship of the 1980s and early 1990s focused on white individuals in the Western tradition 
(D’Augelli & Patterson, 1995).  Chan (1995) noted, “theoretical models of sexual identity 
development have come from a Western tradition and have not accounted for cultural differences 
in approaches to sexuality” (p. 87).  This warning is important to foreground in an in-depth 
review of the literature.  Yet, I believe my work has contributed positively to the numerous 
previous studies and has added an additional dimension to the experiences and histories of LGBT 
college students.    
Awareness and Visibility 
 Starting in the 1980s and continuing in the 1990s, much has been written about the 
unique collegiate experiences of LGBT students, bringing awareness of and visibility to this 
historically neglected group of students.   
 One of the first mainstream books which brought visibility and awareness to the 
experiences of lesbian, gay, and bisexual college students was Evans and Wall (1991) Beyond 
Tolerance: Gays, Lesbians, and Bisexuals on Campus.  This work has become a “must read” for 
anyone interested in researching and/or working with LGBT college students. One of the first 
books specifically on and about the experiences of lesbian, gay, and bisexual college students on 
American college campuses, the book was written to: 1) bring exposure to the plight of LGB 
college students, 2) bring awareness to faculty and administrators that LGB students existed on 
campus, and 3) instruct these faculty and administrators on how to work best with this 
historically unseen and marginalized group of students.  To strengthen their case for attention to 
LGB students on college campuses, Evans and Wall stated that at the time of book publication, 
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“almost no research had been conducted examining the experiences of gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
students within the college environment…only 13 articles on topics related to homosexuality” 
could be found in the literature at the time (p. xvi).  The book served as a wake-up call to 
colleges and universities about a specific community of students whose concerns and needs were 
not being met.   
 An additional important work in terms of LGB, and now T, college student visibility was 
Toward Acceptance: Sexual Orientation Issues on Campus. Walls and Evans (2000) follow-up to 
their earlier book offered a broader, more encompassing conversation on how professionals who 
work on college campuses (both faculty and administrators) can effectively make positive 
change for and create safe environments for LGBT students.  Between the publication of Toward 
Acceptance and the follow-up of Beyond Tolerance, one of the most tragic and memorable 
LGBT related episodes of the 1990s took place as Matthew Shepard  (a gay University of 
Wyoming student) was beaten and murdered, with discrimination against his sexual orientation 
being the critical factor in his brutal slaying.  This event, along with others in this turbulent 
decade, ignited interest and insight into not only the experiences of LGBT college students but 
also the lives of all LGBT people across the nation.  In the last chapter of Toward Acceptance, 
the authors offer these closing words:  
 This book suggests that progress has been made during the last decade…but LGBT 
 advocates should not be lulled by current successes into believing that LGBT people are 
 now accepted and that their issues are a standard part of the diversity agenda of colleges 
 and universities. Much more work must be done if LGBT people are to be fully included 
 and equitably treated on college campuses and in society. (pp. 389-390) 
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  Sanlo, Rankin, and Schoenberg (2002) in their book Our Place on Campus: Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, Transgender Services and Programs in Higher Education constructed an 
argument that emphasized the importance of  recognizing that LGBT students are on campus and 
colleges and universities must listen and meet their critical needs as a marginalized student 
population.  In addition, this book outlined practical information useful in arguing for the 
inclusion of specific services on campus that directly support LGBT students specifically 
through the creation of an LGBT center or office. A consistent message throughout the book 
was, “LGBT students are arriving on campuses every year with the expectation that their voices 
will be heard, their concerns acknowledged, their needs met and their educational environments 
welcoming” (p. xv).  
 In that same year, Elizabeth P. Cramer’s (2002) Addressing Homophobia and 
Heterosexism on College Campuses continued the argument that college campuses must address 
the experiences of LGBT college students and provide safe spaces where all students on campus 
can receive an education without the fear of being victims of discrimination and prejudice 
because of their sexual and/or gender orientation. Cramer stated that “for college students who 
are LGBT, homophobia and heterosexism can potentially create a hostile and unsafe 
environment” (p. 3). Addressing these potentially unsafe environments, Cramer’s book spoke to 
all facets of an LGBT student college’s experience. From lesbian students’ experiences of 
residence hall life to eliminating homophobic, heterosexist practices in the university classroom, 
the book was comprehensive in its ability to paint a vivid portrait of what college life was like 
for many LGBT students across the county. Cramer wanted to “challenge some beliefs about 
how to go about the business of addressing homophobia and heterosexism on college campuses” 
(p. 5).  
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 Since the late 1980s, several empirical studies focusing on LGBT college students have 
been conducted and leading the early charge of LGBT research on college students was 
D’Augelli.  In numerous research studies dating back to 1989, D’Augelli has been a constant 
champion for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender college students, bringing visibility to the 
issues that most affect them and their experiences on college campuses.  D’Augelli (1989a) 
looked at homophobia in student leaders who served as resident assistants (RAs) in university 
housing. He surveyed 103 resident assistants and found many of them harbored negative feelings 
toward members of the gay and lesbian community, with those RAs identifying as heterosexual 
males harboring statistically significant negative feelings toward members of the LGBT 
community.  
 D’Augelli (1989b) continued his research with a survey of 125 lesbians and gay men in a 
university community to determine the incidences of discrimination, harassment, and violence.  
His results were troubling, finding “that three quarters of lesbians and gay men responding had 
been verbally harassed, one quarter had been threatened with violence, and many feared for their 
safety” (D’Augelli, 1992, p. 384).  The topic of safety was a paramount theme in the study as 
over half the sample feared for their personal safety.   
  D’Augelli and Rose (1990) chronicled extreme homophobic attitudes among 
heterosexual freshmen students, with 50% of students reporting that gay men were disgusting 
and 30% of  students reported that they would rather go to college with all heterosexuals.   In a 
1992 study, D’Augelli built on his earlier work documenting the tumultuous experiences of gay 
and lesbian students as they dealt with harassment and fear on a specific college campus.  In 
discussing his results, D’Augelli (1992) found a “high frequency of victimization on campus 
reflecting an increasing hostility and violence directed toward lesbians and gay men” (p. 392).  
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In the final paragraph of the research report D’Augelli concluded that “if university and college 
officials work to enhance campus climates for openly lesbian women and gay men, they will 
inevitably help the many more students who are quietly and fearfully struggling to integrate their 
affectional identity into their lives” (p. 393).   
 Research continued throughout the 1990s as documented by DeSurra and Church (1994) 
with a paper they presented at the annual meeting of the Speech Communication Association 
based on their qualitative research. The authors’ study attempted to “discover perceptions of 
gay/lesbian college students regarding their sense of marginalization or alienation in the 
classroom” (p. 3).  The study focused on two research questions:  
4) What, according to gay/lesbian students, are the characteristics of classroom  
 
environment that create feelings of marginalization?  
 
5) What, according to gay/lesbian students, are specific strategies employed to cope with  
 
these feelings?   
(p. 15) 
 
 The study found that gay and lesbian college students suffered much marginalization in the 
classroom and that sensitivity to homosexual issues should be incorporated into all forms of 
college curriculum.  In addition, the authors supported the use of varied research methods stating 
that “we believe that exploring gay/lesbian issues with more qualitative methods can access 
important details that cannot possibly come through quantitative measures. Expanding the tool 
box of research methods would indeed empower the voices we so faintly hear” (p. 35).  
In a more recent exploratory study utilizing quantitative methods, Longerbeam et al. 
(2007) examined whether lesbian, gay, bisexual students (transgender students were not included 
in this research) differed from their heterosexual peers in their overall college experiences and 
whether any differences existed between men and women about sexual identity. Longerbeam 
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administered a secondary analysis of the 2004 National Study of Living-Learning Programs, a 
survey given to college students from across the country.  Though Longerbeam’s results did not 
speak specifically to safety issues of LGBT students, it did “reveal a rich and multifaceted 
portrait of the LGBT college experience” (p. 221).   It was one of the first studies that examined 
the varying experiences of  students who identified as lesbian, gay, and bisexual in relation to 
their heterosexual peers. The study examined how LGB students varied in both their curricular 
success and co-curricular involvement.  In a call for future quantitative research on LGBT 
college students, Longerbeam encouraged researchers to include questions on surveys relevant to 
LGBT students to “capture the LGB student experience, even when their research is not 
explicitly about LGB issues” (p. 226).  
 In her recent comprehensive literature review, Renn (2010) outlined a few additional 
empirical studies conducted throughout the 1990s, highlighting the work of Lopez and Chism 
(1993), Rhoads (1997),  Love (1999), and more recently Love, Bock, Jannarone, and Richardson 
(2005).  Each study speaks to the commitment of numerous scholars to bring visibility and 
awareness to a group more often than not forgotten and ignored until the conclusion of the 
twentieth century.  Renn stated that “these narratives and studies provided a basis from which 
educators could begin to make decisions about policies and programs to support LGBT students” 
(p. 134).   
Campus Climate 
 Like the previous section, the following studies bring visibility to the concerns of LGBT 
college students. However, the research explored in this section also directly address the often 
hostile campus climate that LGBT students historically and currently face(d).   
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In one of the earliest studies related to campus climate, Herek (1986) conducted a study 
at Yale University which yielded many of the same results as the University of Georgia (UGA) 
research.  Herek surveyed 215 Yale University students and alumni with a sample consisting of 
lesbian, gay, and bisexual individuals (transgender students and alumni were not studied).  His 
findings were congruent with other research projects: individuals who identified as lesbian, gay 
or bisexual experienced high levels of discrimination and prejudice because of their sexual 
orientation. Herek specifically examined safety issues of this group and found “many members 
of the Yale community living in a world of secretiveness and fear” (p. 8).  Herek continued to 
study homophobia and heterosexism throughout the 1980s and 1990s and released a theoretical 
research paper in 2004 calling on scholars to continue to study and “understand hostility and 
oppression based on sexual orientation and, ultimately, eradicate it” (p. 20).   
Similar to Herek’s Yale study a little over15 years later, a major study on campus climate 
was conducted at UGA in 2002 where a research group was created to assess the campus climate 
for LGBT students. The group was charged with conducting a survey and completing a report 
which explored safety and acceptance issues of LGBT students at the University.  The results of 
this study were published in a report entitled In the Shadow of the Arch: Safety and Acceptance 
of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer Students at the University of Georgia (2002).   
The research group collected data from 82 UGA students who identified as lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, or transgender. The overall findings of the group indicated that the University’s 
educational mission was not being fulfilled when it pertained to LGBT respondents.  Ninety 
Percent of the respondents reported hearing anti-gay remarks or jokes, and 75% of respondents 
knew someone who had been verbally harassed because of sexual orientation. Nearly half the 
participants had experienced some form of prejudice on campus. In addition, half the participants 
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reported that they did not feel safe on campus.  One of the students surveyed in the study 
reported that “the university treats anti-gay behavior as an inevitable fact of life and places the 
blame for such behavior back on the gay person himself rather than educating those doing the 
harassing” (p.1).   These results were extremely frightening considering that this research report 
found many of the same results as D’Augelli (1989a; 1989b) found more than ten years earlier.   
Confirming the Yale findings and foreshadowing the UGA study in the early 1990s the 
Governor’s Office of the State of Massachusetts released Making Colleges and Universities Safe 
for Gay and Lesbian Students: Report and Recommendations of the Governor's Commission on 
Gay and Lesbian Youth (1993). Information was collected during the 1992 - 1993 school year by 
the Higher Education Committee of the Massachusetts Governor's Commission on Gay and 
Lesbian Youth through testimonies and focus groups with a cross-section of students, faculty, 
and administrators from a number of colleges and universities in Massachusetts.  This report 
found that even in colleges and universities that already had clearly stated antidiscrimination 
statutes that included sexual orientation, LGBT individuals still often felt excluded. The report 
also stated that additional education and advocacy were needed to ensure that sexual minorities 
were not subjected to insensitivity, harassment, and violence.  Numerous recommendations for 
more equity for gay, lesbian, and trans-sexual students were made as result of this report.    
 In a more recent study, which focused on the experiences of American LGBT youth in K-
12 and higher education, the Human Rights Watch in its report Hatred in the Hallways (2001) 
revealed the abuse, both mental and physical, that LGBT youth undergo everyday in American 
schooling by both their peers and many times their teachers and administrators.  The report 
outlined in detail how this group of LGBT students were unprotected by laws and policies at all 
levels of federal, state, and local governments. The report ended with recommendations that 
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should be implemented at all levels of government to ensure that this group of vulnerable LGBT 
youth was protected from further abuse and discrimination. At the school district level, the report 
recommended that all districts across the nation have sexual orientation and gender identity 
included in their nondiscrimination policies.  For state governments, the report argued that all 
state universities with teacher certificate programs include mandatory training on working with 
diverse students including LGBT students.  Finally at the federal level, the report contended that 
the Department of Education should monitor all local and state organizations for compliance 
with the principles of nondiscrimination and intervene when the policies are failing or 
ineffective. This report was yet another indicator of the unacceptable conditions both K-12 and 
higher education LGBT youth must navigate through as they progress through their educational 
journeys.  
 The National Education Policy Center at the University of Colorado at Boulder in 
collaboration with the Williams Institute at the UCLA School of Law released the Safe at 
School: Addressing the School Environment and LGBT Safety Through Policy and Legislation 
report (2010).  This study of K-12 LGBT students reached similar conclusions to the Hatred in 
the Hallway study released almost 10 years earlier.  Biegel and Kuehl, the authors of this report, 
stated: 
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) students face a unique set of safety 
concerns each day. Over 85% report being harassed because of their sexual or gender 
identity, and over 20% report being physically attacked. Far too often teachers and 
administrators do nothing in response. In part because of this, the suicide rate for LGBT 
students continues to be 3-4 times higher than that of their straight counterparts, and in 
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some parts of the country LGBT runaways may comprise up to 40% of the entire teen 
homeless population.(p.1) 
The report vividly outlined the often times turbulent experiences for those students with non-
heterosexual sexual orientation and/or those students who expressed their gender identities in 
non-traditional ways (i.e., males who express their gender identity in traditional female 
characteristics).  In addition to describing the students’ experiences, the report also offered 
concrete policy recommendations to local, state, and national policy makers with model statutory 
code language that could be used to immediately implement the recommendations; the report 
concluded with empirical evidence of the multiple structural and institutional failures that have 
led to a failure of the public school system to keep LGBT students safe.  In the study, Biegel and 
Kuehl noted some advances have taken place in an effort to provide a more fulfilling experience 
for LGBT individuals; however, they go on to say that “the problems facing LGBT youth in 
America’ s public schools are still substantial. Gay and gender-non-conforming students 
continue to be confronted with challenges that can become overwhelming. Court records and 
academic research reveal…a dramatic failure on the part of many education institutions to 
adequately address LGBT related issues and concerns” (p. 1). 
 A recent quantitative research study by Brown, Clarke, Gortmaker, and Robinson-Keilig 
(2004) assessed the campus climate for LGBT college students using a multiple perspectives 
approach.  The study compared the responses to a survey from 80 LGBT students, 253 
heterosexual students, 126 faculty members, 41 student affairs staff members, and 105 residence 
hall assistants. After statistically analyzing the data, the research team was not surprised to find 
that “LGBT students’ perceptions of the campus climate and their experiences differed from 
those of other members of the campus community” (p. 20).  Overall, LGBT students perceived 
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the campus climate more negatively.  In their closing remarks, the researchers called for 
“multiple perspective approaches…in assessing campus needs and designing and evaluating the 
effectiveness of programs aiming to promote positive changes in the campus climate for LGBT 
students” (p. 22).  Their findings and call to action reinforced the need for continued scholarly 
work with the LGBT student population on college campuses. 
 In their quantitative study, Engstrom and Sedlacek (1997) confirmed that LGBT students’ 
perceptions of hostile campus environments are more than perceptions; they are fact, a reality 
which was verified by the results of the study. In this work, the researchers randomly surveyed 
228 self-identified, heterosexual students at a large university located in the southeast.  After data 
analysis, it was found that the students surveyed “reported more negative attitudes toward both 
gay male and lesbian peers than toward students whose sexual orientation was not disclosed in 
social, academic, and family situations” (p. 565).  Therefore, if an LGBT student chose to live an 
out and open life on campus, they would face certain prejudicial attitudes and actions from their 
fellow classmates.  In stating implications of their study, Engstrom and Sedlacek called for “an 
institutional commitment to create welcoming, supportive climates for all students, regardless of 
their sexual orientation” (p. 573).   
 What can campuses do to combat the frightening facts found in the research? Researcher 
Nancy Evans attempted to discover ways in which colleges and universities could improve 
campus climate for LGBT students.  Evans (2002) conducted an extensive critical ethnographic 
study on a campus safe zone program.  Evans defined a safe zone program as a way campuses 
“enable faculty, staff, and students to visibly demonstrate their acceptance of LGBT people via a 
sticker, button, or sign…these programs attempt to address the development of heterosexual 
allies” (p. 522).   In her critical study of one particular safe zone program, her findings suggested 
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that “the project has had a positive impact on the visibility of LGBT people and issues on 
campus and has increased support for LGBT people” (p. 522).   Specifically, her study found that 
a campus safe zone program increased visibility of LGBT student issues, improved the 
environment for both LGBT and heterosexual students, increased conversations between/with 
different identity groups, and increased the comfort level of the participants in the program with 
LGBT people and issues.   
 Continuing her work, Evans and Herriott (2004) conducted an ethnographic study which 
examined the participation of 4 undergraduate students in a freshman honors seminar as they 
served as student investigators studying the campus climate for LGBT students.  The authors 
were interested in the students’ interpretations of campus climate as they observed the 
environment for LGBT students.  The study was less about the campus climate for LGBT 
students, and more about the 4 students’ interpretations of this climate and how their 
participation in this study affected their perceptions, self-awareness, and behavior pertaining to 
LGBT issues. One of the important recommendations out of this study was that colleges and 
universities should “create opportunities for increased interaction of meaningful nature between 
heterosexual students and LGBT students” (p. 331).  
 When compared to K-12 research on LGBT students and campus climate issues, higher 
education is truly left with an inadequate supply of useful data documenting college students 
experiences (Renn, 2010).  However, Campus Pride, the country’s only national nonprofit 
organization dedicated to the creation of safer campus environments for LGBT students, released 
State of Higher Education for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender People (2010), a 
ground-breaking research report which for the first time presented a comprehensive review of the 
experiences of LGBT people on college campuses.  This study made it “possible for data to be 
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compared across higher education institutions” (Renn, 2010, p. 134).  The report surveyed over 
5,000 LGBT students, staff, and faculty from institutions across the country in multiple areas in 
an effort to understand the campus climate for LGBT individuals on campus.  In a detailed 
report, the research findings indicated “that the overwhelming majority of LGBTQQ students, of 
every race, color, and ethnicity, report harassment, isolation, and fear on campus…colleges and 
universities are failing to provide LGBTQQ people with an environment that research suggests is 
necessary for learning and scholarship” (p. 6).  This report included two additional groups in the 
common LGBT acronym.  The first Q referred to students who identified as queer and the 
second Q referred to students who identified as questioning their sexual orientation (e.g., an 
individual who is unsure or exploring  his or her sexual orientation).  
The literature on campus climate indicated a continuing need for more to be done to 
provide a safe(r) and welcoming climate for LGBT college students.  At the conclusion of almost 
all relevant literature regarding LGBT college students, scholars called for new and different 
research methods to be used to investigate further the experiences of LGBT college students.  
Hence, this qualitative research study directly contributed to the current literature, outlining what 
a college or university can do to improve the, well-documented, negative campus climate for 
LGBT students.  
Identity Development  
 Research on LGBT student identities and experiences has expanded over the past 10 
years.  As the identity of being a sexual minority on campus became more and more salient, the 
recognition that this non-heterosexual identity needed special attention became more and more 
apparent.  Renn (2010) stated that “no longer can it be said that there is a gap in the literature on 
lesbian, gay, and bisexual college student identities, although there remains a dearth of research 
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on transgender students and LGBT students of color” (p. 135).  Identity influences all aspects of 
how individuals see the world. A basic understanding of LGBT college students’ development is 
needed to understand  how they navigate through their college expereinces (Evans et al., 2009). 
 Cass’ (1979) groundbreaking work on gay and lesbian identity development was the first 
research effort to study how gay and lesbian individuals navigated development of a homosexual 
identity.  Starting with Cass and continuing throughout the 1980s, identity of LGB (T was 
introduced later) was studied in a very linear, positivistic manner.  New ways of thinking about 
LGB identity development emerged in the early 1990s, which “account[ed] more effectively for 
the contexts and processes of identity development” (Renn, 2010, p. 135).  This shift in thought 
made it possible for gay and lesbian identity to become more fluid, flexible, and less of a lock-
step process.  
 Based on the work of Cass, Troiden’s (1989) four-stage model of gay and lesbian identity 
development began to shift thinking from a linear, lock-step model, to a more fluid model that 
gave students the ability to move back and forth across identity stages on a horizontal spiral. 
D’Augelli (1994) built on Cass and Troiden’s work introducing a six-stage model, which 
incorporated the social aspect of identity development and stressed that identity was a socially 
constructed process.  Also, D’Augelli’s model argued that identity development was a lifelong 
process with individuals progressing and regressing through different identity stages throughout 
their lifetime.  Fassinger and Miller (1996) furthered the research on gay and lesbian identity 
development by introducing two salient components of identity development, personal/individual 
identity and gay community member identity.  Stevens (2004) took exception to the Fassinger 
and Miller model claiming that “a person may experience four stages, but that he may not move 
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through development as an individual at the same pace he may as a member of the community” 
(p. 186).  
 Research continued throughout the late 1990s and into the new millennium. Renn 
conducted much research over the past few years looking at LGBT student identity development 
and she currently serves as one of the top scholars in LGBT college student research.  With a 
mindset of fluidity and context, Renn and Bilodeau (2005) studied the intersection of LGBT 
identity development and their understanding of themselves as student leaders, with a specific 
focus on “leadership development in the context of LGBT student involvement” (p. 343).  This 
qualitative study resulted in great insight into the experiences of LGBT student leaders and how 
they navigated the identities of gay and leader.  A key finding from their data was “the claim that 
students involved in LGBT campus leadership derive benefits related to both LGBT identity and 
leadership identity development” (p. 351).   
 Continuing this research on LGBT identity development and its intersections across 
multiple identities, Renn (2007) embarked on a study of LGBT campus student leaders and their 
identities as leaders or activists, focusing specifically on the differences between the 
leader/activist identities. In this study, she found multiple intersections of queer identity 
development and how this identity interacted with the identity of being a leader or activist.  Most 
notably, her research found there was no single way to be an LGBT student leader, and programs 
and policies designed for LGBT leaders must acknowledge the range of identities held by LGBT 
and/or queer leaders and activists.  Renn’s research was a far cry from the original notions of a 
fixed, brittle gay or lesbian identity that was linear and unaffected by context or situation or 
additional identities like the identity of student leader.   
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What was interesting about each identity model was that at some point in one of the 
various model stages/levels/steps, feelings of safety and/or security was typically a component in 
moving from one stage to another or moving back and forth through stages.  A firm 
understanding of how identity can and will affect students’ views on the world around them can 
improve interpretations of  what it is like to navigate these gay identities as they journey through 
their higher education experience.    
Conclusion 
 A thorough understanding of the literature intensifies the relevance and importance of 
this research study. Though research has been conducted on campus climate and how LGBT 
students interpret that climate and navigate through hostile environments, this study, due to the 
unique nature of the critical qualitative methodology in combination with visual methods, 
contributed a new aspect to the literature.   
 Certain questions have clearly been answered. LGBT college students are present on 
college campuses today and have an increased visibility and presence.  The campus climate for 
these now visible students has often times been unwelcoming. LGBT students are often met with 
open hostility by both individual students and also a comprehensive mood on many campuses 
which impacted their overall college experience. In addition, much more is known today than 
twenty years ago as it relates to the identity development of LGBT college students. There are 
many models present in the literature which attempt to outline this identity development process, 
some models linear and concrete, some more recent models more fluid.   
 However, there are still many questions left unanswered in the literature.  Colleges and 
universities know LGBT students are present and know they often have a difficult time 
navigating campus. What can be done to assist these students in having an overall better and 
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safer college experience? What can colleges and universities learn from the experiences of 
current LGBT college students? How can a better understanding of LGBT college students  
experiences  directly affect what is done to provide assistance to this group of  students?  
 The results of this study provided direct insight into many aspects of these remaining 
questions.  Specifically, incorporation of visual methods was an unexplored approach to research 
in regards to LGBT college students.  Both qualitative and quantitative studies have been 
undertaken, but no other study has contributed directly to painting a literal picture of what LGBT 
college students experience on a college campus. The visual component of the research brought 
an additional dimension to the scholarship. Through participant-produced images, a visual 
medium has for the first time been added to the scholarship. Through participants’ images, 
students, faculty, staff, administrators, and scholars can make informed interpretations of what 
these LGBT college students see; and through this visual meaning making process, learn how to 
make the higher education experience better for this historically marginalized minority.  As 
stated earlier, “LGBT students are arriving on campuses every year with the expectation that 
their voices will be heard, their concerns acknowledged, and their needs met and their 
educational environments welcoming” (Sanlo, Rankin, & Schoenberg , 2002,  p. xv). 
 In Chapter 3, I outline the methodology and methods utilized in this research study.   
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 
METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 
 
 
 To conduct this research, I constructed a study that examined the experiences of LGBT 
college students and their perceptions of and experiences with safety on campus.  This study 
explored the lives and experiences of a group of LGBT college students in an attempt to tell their 
stories about being out members of the LGBT community on campus.   In addition, the research 
study explored how these students navigated being out and staying safe on campus. As a 
reminder, the research questions that guided the study were: 
1) What is the college experience like for an individual who identifies as an out gay or male  
 
bisexual student?  
 
2) What does safety mean to an individual who identifies as an out gay or male bisexual  
 
student?  
 
3) How does an individual navigate staying safe as an out gay or male bisexual student? 
 The social research process of naturalistic, qualitative inquiry was utilized in this study. 
Qualitative research was better suited to explore the research questions when compared to the 
more positivistic, formulaic, and scientific nature of quantitative data gathering and analysis 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The paradigm of qualitative research ascribes to the naturalistic 
notions of contextualization, interpretation, and relationship building (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 
Patton 1990; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Rubin & Rubin, 2005; Mason, 2002; Schram, 2006; 
Patton, 2009).  Rubin and Rubin (2005) stated: 
 Naturalistic, qualitative social researchers gather information by observing and by talking 
 with and listening carefully to the people who are being researched. Naturalistic 
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 researchers study people in their ordinary settings, where they live or work or play, 
 analyze what they have heard and seen, and then convey to others, in rich and 
 realistic detail, the experiences and perspectives of those being studied (p. 2).     
Merriam (1998) characterized qualitative research as being richly descriptive and as a way to 
elicit understanding and meaning.  This form of inquiry delves deep into lived experiences and 
particular situations asking the question:  What is the meaning of person X’s experience as it 
relates to a certain phenomenon?  The  exploratory nature of  qualitative research gives the 
researcher an opportunity to let the data lead; the researcher is  not trapped by any concrete set of 
questions that may or may not lead to further understanding of the research  topic. These 
attributes of qualitative research gave the ability to delve deep into the world of the participants 
and  gather nuanced detail and engage in meaningful dialogues.  The qualitative process assisted 
in understanding how the participants in the study navigated their college experience as being out 
members of the LGBT community.  
Critical Qualitative Methodology 
 To enrich my qualitative study, I coupled this methodological approach with the 
theoretical frame of critical theory, utilizing a hybrid critical qualitative paradigm.  Cox, Geisen, 
and Green wrote (2008) that there should be tight interconnections between theories and 
methodologies with social change serving as a foundational principle in all social research 
endeavors.  Supported by Van Mannen (1988), critical qualitative research uncovers the multiple 
lived experiences of individuals in the world and brings these lived experiences to light in an 
effort to emancipate individuals and groups from entrenched oppressive systems fueled by 
discriminatory and prejudicial policies and practices. Cox, Geisen, and Green (2008) stated that 
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“qualitative research can and should work for society and help to bring about beneficial social 
change” ( p. 4).  
They stated:  
 From the position of critical qualitative research there is a need not only to find 
 answers to the question of how  social research can best contribute to the understanding 
 of the social world: as or possibly more important, is a second question: What is the 
 contribution of social research to social change? This question is not neutral; it is a 
 question about the assessment of approaches within and practices of social research. Does 
 this approach contribute to improving social conditions by means of emancipatory 
 praxes? Does it result in relevant and reliable data which can be taken up by those who 
 have some responsibility for law or public policy, health, welfare or education; in short, 
 those with responsibility for implementing social change?  (p. 2) 
Following the guidance of these seasoned researchers, my critical qualitative work contributes 
directly to social research in an attempt to bring about social change for the LGBT community.  
The research contributes directly to the betterment of society for LGBT individuals and the 
research results can be utilized by individuals “who have some responsibility for law or public 
policy, health, welfare or education” (p. 2).  The research produced in this study, coupled with 
numerous other studies on the experiences of LGBT college students, can be utilized for the 
creation and implementation of policies and procedures that create safe(er) spaces on college 
campuses and can assist in replacing or eliminating those policies and procedures which serve to 
oppress this group.  As Cox, Geisen, and Green reported, “qualitative research may result in 
social change for individuals, groups and communities, which may be bottom-up, as well as top-
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down” (p. 5).   The research produced in this critical qualitative study can be used as an agent of 
social change at multiple levels, bottom-up as well as top-down.   
 This critical study reviewed students’ personal stories and lived experiences in an attempt 
to understand how they navigated their college experiences as out LGBT college students and 
what staying safe meant to them and how they remained safe on campus. Informed by my critical 
qualitative approach, this study gave a voice to this group of historically oppressed individuals.  
 LGBT students have a unique college experience when compared to their heterosexual 
counterparts.  They are faced with numerous decisions that must be made and challenges that 
must be overcome to be both safe and successful in college.  Examples of these decisions can 
include minor things such as watching the way they walk or talk on campus to more major 
decisions of deciding when, where, and to whom to disclose their sexual identities.  Questions 
which LGBT students must confront are “If I inform my professor I am gay, will I face negative 
consequences?” or “If I disclose to my roommate in the residence hall I am a lesbian, will she 
ask for a room change?”  These are but two examples of experiences that LGBT students are 
faced with that are unique to them and which make their lived experiences extremely important 
and worth studying.  This study explored the phenomenon of being out and staying safe on 
campus as lived and understood by LGBT college students.  
Visual Methods 
  To enrich this critical study, visual methods were incorporated.  Denzin and Lincoln 
(2000) support the use of multiple research methods, arguing that qualitative research employs a 
range of methods and that the “qualitative researcher works between and within competing and 
overlapping perspectives” (p. 4).   Also, Mason (2002) encouraged the use of creative and lateral 
choices when working with and strategizing about different research methodologies.    
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 Contemporary research findings support visual images as an effective research 
methodology when exploring a particular phenomenon or lived experience (Schwartz, 1989; 
Eisner, 1997; Stanczak, 2000; Pink, 2001).  Stanczak (2000) stated that “images help the 
researcher ask what we know about the social world and how we know it” (p. 9).  Images are 
interwoven “with our personal identities, narrative, lifestyles, cultures, and societies, as well as 
with definitions of history, space, and truth” (Pink, 2001, p. 17).   
 Visual ethnographer Sarah Pink has effectively used images for numerous research 
projects over her career as a qualitative researcher.  Pink (2001) stated that “photography has a 
long and varied history in ethnography…a camera has been an almost mandatory element of the 
‘tool kit’ for research for several generations of ethnographers” (p. 49).  Pink, building on the 
work of numerous other social researchers who incorporated visual techniques (Bateson & 
Mead, 1942; Collier & Collier, 1967; Bordieu, 1990; Chaplin, 1994), argued that “photography 
can potentially construct continuities between the visual culture of an academic discipline and 
that of the subjects or collaborators in the research” (p. 50).  With Pink’s words in mind, the 
images captured by the research participants assisted in building bridges between the experiences 
they verbally expressed and the images they captured.  As a result of the inclusion of visual 
methods, the relationship between the researcher and the participant was taken to a deeper level. 
An additional dimension of understanding was brought to the researcher/participant relationship; 
sight was added to voice. The phenomenon of being an out, gay student was expanded, and the 
chance for a truer understanding of this phenomenon was increased with the inclusion of visual 
methods.   As Stanczak (2000) so eloquently stated, “Images as data can be used to construct 
visual stories that become the building blocks of an argument” (p. 11).  
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 With this stated, it must be acknowledged when using images as data  the photographer 
has the ability to manipulate his or her subject or object in a way that is deceiving or that can 
mislead the viewer (Goldstein, 2007).  Explaining this subjective phenomenon further, Becker 
(1986) argued that pictures represent a small and highly selective sample of the real world about 
which some truth is to be conveyed.  However, the goal of this research study was to identify the 
truth of the real world at a specific point in time as captured in images by a small, specific group 
of gay and bisexual male college students. I acknowledge the meanings of these images are 
subjective and in no way represent a comprehensive truth. Goldstein (2007) eloquently stated:   
 We treat photographic images in the same way a scientist treats data. No experimentalist 
 assumes that data are perfect. Indeed, all data are assumed to have a variety of types of 
 error (i.e., deviation from truth). The question then becomes not ‘do these data represent 
 reality,’ but rather ‘are the deviations from reality I know to be present relevant to the 
 question I’m asking.’ (p. 64)  
 A new scholarly perspective was gained from this research by combining a critical 
qualitative methodology with the use of visual methods.  This research added a sense of sight 
through the visual images captured which complement the many voices heard in past research.   
Context and Participants  
 My study was conducted at a large urban research university located in the southeastern 
United States. The institution was given the pseudonym, Southeast University. The IRB process 
approved all participant recruitment materials and research processes. I used both purposeful and 
snowballing sampling (Mason, 2002; Bogdan & Biklen, 2003) to recruit my research 
participants.   In using purposeful sampling, I had access to and knew several LGBT students and 
organizations at Southeast University.  I recruited out of this student population. Rubin and 
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Rubin (2005) stated that “people are usually more willing to talk to you if they know you” (p. 
89).  I felt my past professional relationships with these students and organizations on campus 
assisted me in building trust in an effort to collect richer, deeper data.   
 To begin recruitment, e-mails were sent to all LGBT organizations on campus, 
announcing the study and its attempt to recruit participants.  Once potential participants were 
identified, they were asked to identify other individuals who met the requirements of the study 
and were interested in participating in the research.  This was an example of snowballing 
sampling. Also, recruitment fliers were posted around campus, announcing the study and the call 
for participants.  Qualifications to participate in the study were:  
1) Participants had to be undergraduate students.   
 
2) Participants had to be 18 years of age or older.   
 
3) Participants had to identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or transgender. 
 
4) Participants had to be out, meaning open about their sexual identity on campus.   
 
After an intense recruitment process, 9 students were selected to participate in the study. 
The goal of the research was not for breadth but for depth.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) attest that 
one goal of naturalistic inquiry is thick description. Thick description can be obtained by limiting 
the number of participants, which allows the researcher to focus intently on his or her selected 
study participants.  Table 1 lists detailed demographic information about each research 
participant.  All participants were given pseudonyms to protect their identities and to maintain 
confidentiality throughout the study.    
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Table 1 
Demographic Information of Research Participants  
 Sexual 
Orientation 
Race/ 
Ethnicity 
Gender 
Identity 
Classification Age 
Billy Gay White Male Sophomore 21 
Matthew Gay 
African 
American 
Male Sophomore 20 
Sanji Gay 
Indian/Middle 
Eastern 
Male Senior 21 
James Gay 
Mexican 
American 
Male Sophomore 19 
Corey Bisexual White Male Sophomore 20 
Charles Gay White Male Junior 21 
Ned Gay 
African 
American 
Male Senior 24 
Eddie Gay White Male Sophomore 19 
Kacy Gay/Queer Biracial Male Sophomore 20 
 
Although this study was not concerned with other identity factors such as gender, 
race/ethnicity, class, year in college, etc., I attempted to gather a diverse group of students that 
not only met the above requirements, but also were diverse in other identities. However, I was 
unable to recruit females to participate in this study. In addition, I was unable to recruit students 
who identified as lesbian or transgender.   With only gay and bisexual men in this study, I was 
purposeful in the naming of this study, including only the identities of gay and bisexual in the 
title. However  I acknowledge both of these as limitations of this study.  In addition, all 
participants were out members of the campus community, meaning they were open about their 
sexual orientation to members of the campus community.  
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When an individual indicated he was interested in participating in the research study, I 
had a brief information meeting with him. At this meeting, I informed him of the purpose of the 
research study and what would be required of an individual that participated in the study. I 
informed him he would participate in two individual interviews, the second interview focusing 
on visual images he would be required to capture. In addition, he would attend a focus group.  If 
at this point an individual agreed to participate, I reviewed the IRB consent form with him and 
had him sign and date the form.  At the conclusion of the information meeting, we determined a 
time that would work for both of us to meet again for our first 60 minute interview. I sent each 
participant an e-mail reminder the day before our scheduled first interview. This first interview 
usually happened within one week of our information meeting.  
Data Collection  
When using qualitative research methods, the researcher has to spend ample time talking 
to their participants (Moustakas, 1994). A researcher has to understand the lived experience of 
his or her participant and how specific phenomena have affected his or her participant’s life. A 
primary means to collect this type of information is through the utilization of personal 
interviews. Rubin and Rubin (2005) stated that interviews are integral components of the 
qualitative research process, giving the ability to more adequately observe and interpret people’s 
behaviors or feelings. Specifically, this study utilized semi-structured interviewing techniques. 
The semi-structured nature of the interview process allowed the flexibility to probe deeper in an 
attempt to gain a better understanding of the stories told and images captured by the research 
participants.  Rubin and Rubin stated that “probes are used to signal the level of depth you are 
looking for in an answer, and once the interviewee has understood that providing depth and 
detail are okay, you have accomplished that  goal” (p. 139).  I wanted the participants to know 
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that I was looking for deep understanding that moved beyond superficial meaning to a more 
intimate understanding of the stories they shared.  Probing deeper provided this better 
understanding.   
 At the beginning of the first formal interview, I attempted to build upon the relationship 
previously established during the information meeting.  I began by informing participants that 
“there was no right or wrong answer(s),” and I was “interested in their experiences” (Rubin and 
Rubin, 2005, p. 115).  I attempted to create a casual tone during our first meeting, trying to get to 
know the participants and to begin building trust between researcher and participant.  I wanted 
the participants to feel that I truly cared about what they had to say and wanted to create an 
environment where they felt comfortable in sharing what often times turned out to be very 
personal stories from both current and previous life experiences.  Following Rubin and Rubin’s 
(2005) guidance, I initially worked with the participants to reassure them that they were 
competent individuals and that I truly was interested in hearing what they had to say and what 
they knew.   I engaged in in-depth conversations with my participants which resulted in detailed 
and vivid dialogue exchanges. 
The first interview was semi-structured and began by asking participants to tell me about 
themselves.  I was interested in knowing their history in an attempt to get a sense of how they 
came to where they were.  I also was interested in why they attended Southeast University.  I 
wanted to know what had their college experience been like? As we moved through the 
interview and the participants became more comfortable with me, I asked all participants what it 
was like to be an out, gay student on campus. This question usually served as the jumping off 
point for in-depth conversations. Without having to specifically ask about safety and staying 
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safe, participants would typically turn the conversation to safety at some point and talk about 
places/spaces where they felt safe or unsafe on campus.  
At the conclusion of the first interview, I instructed each participant what was required of 
them before we met for our second interview.  I informed them that before the next interview 
they would have to take images of campus.  These images should represent 
places/spaces/people/things that were important to them as an out member of the LGBT 
community on campus.  I asked each participant to capture at least 6 images. In pilot studies, 6 
images worked best in getting a thorough understanding of their experiences as out LGBT 
students.  Taking more than 6 images made it difficult to get to the meaning and reasoning of 
why participants took each photo.  Again, the images did not necessarily have to be of physical 
spaces on campus.  I informed the participants the idea of space(s) could include people (e.g., 
friends, mentors, faculty, staff, etc.), classes, buildings, plazas, streets, courtyards, and other 
areas. I wanted the participants to not be limited by specifics. I desired a wide visual 
representation of what it meant to be out on campus.  In addition, I wanted the participants to 
explore the concept of safety on campus and what dimensions this concept had for them.  
Participants usually had one week to capture images of campus. The second interview usually 
took place at the end of that week or early into the second week.  
The second interview lasted approximately 60 minutes, focused on the images which the 
participants captured, and utilized photo-elicitation techniques.   The incorporation of photo-
elicitation was inspired by the interviews of inner-city youth conducted by Clark-Ibanez (2007) 
and also the exploration of queer spaces utilizing visual methods in Holliday’s (2007) research 
on sexualities. These photo-elicitation interviews were semi-structured and focused on three 
questions:   
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1) What is the image of and why did you take it? 
 
2) Why is this image important to you as an out member of the LGBT community? 
 
3) What does the image say to you about safety on campus? 
 
The stories generated from the images in the second interview created rich discussion and 
detailed descriptions of what it was like for an out LGBT college student.  As participants 
dialogued through their pictorial descriptions, I regularly probed for a deeper understanding of 
what the participants were sharing.  The knowledge discovered through this process is 
documented in Chapter 4 and discussed in-depth in Chapter 5.  The images served as a visual 
representation of the stories the participants voiced through the interview process.  
 At the conclusion of the second interview, I informed the participants that I would be in 
contact with them for their participation in a focus group.  Merriam (2009) stated that “a focus 
group is an interview on a topic with a group of people who have knowledge of the topic” (p. 
93).   The focus group took place at the conclusion of all participants’ second interview.  Due to 
scheduling conflicts, only 5 of the 9 participants were able to attend the focus group.  
The focus group followed a semi-structured format and lasted approximately 120 
minutes.   To begin the focus group, I had each participant introduce himself and share 
something he learned about himself from participating in the study.  This question served as an 
icebreaker and a way to begin the open exchange of conversation.  Next, I asked what it was like 
to be an out LGBT college student on the campus of Southeast University. Once the question 
was answered by one participant others added comments. As a facilitator, I would probe and 
follow up where appropriate. However, my role for the majority of the focus group proved to be 
an observer and listener. About half way through the focus group, I distributed the images taken 
46 
 
 
by each participant. Once the images were distributed, I asked the following two questions to the 
group: 
1) How does each photo relate to your experience of being an out LGBT student on  
 
campus? 
 
2) How does each photo speak to the notion of safety and being an LGBT college  
 
student? 
 
 This process proved to produce rich dialogue; it was extremely interesting to see the 
participants listening to each other, agreeing with each other, disagreeing with each other, 
affirming each other, and laughing with each other.  One participant would share a story and then 
another participant would relate to that story.  Dialogue exchange after dialogue exchange, story 
after story…clear patterns began to emerge out of the social construction process of the dialogue 
group. Many of the patterns which emerged from the focus group had clear links to many of the 
individual stories shared in the first and second interviews and with many of the images taken by 
various participants. As stated by Patton (2002), “the objective [of a focus group] is to get high-
quality data in a social context where people can consider their own views in the context of the 
views of others” (p. 386).  The social context provided in the focus group process provided very 
insightful data which was instrumental in the overall meaning making process of data analysis.  
 Throughout data collection, I also kept analytic memos in an attempt to continually 
understand better the meanings of the data collected through all interviews and the focus group.  
According to Schram (2003), memo writing can “inform, spur systematic reflection, and provide 
reality checks throughout the course of inquiry” (p. 27).   As I concluded the data collection 
process and formally began data analysis, I utilized my memos as one of the starting points for 
the analytic process.  
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Finally, the individual interviews and focus group were digitally recorded and the 
conversations were transcribed throughout the process.  Both the interview and focus group data 
have been kept confidential according to IRB regulations.  In addition, each participant had the 
right to request a copy of their individual interview and/or the focus group transcript.   
Data Analysis  
Once data were collected, meaning had to be made out of the notes, transcripts, images, 
and memos that were collected.  Charmaz (2007) stated that “whether we have collected stories, 
scenes, or written statements, we study and define these materials to analyze what happened and 
what they might mean” (p. 43).   The meaning making process began with review of researcher 
memos and the coding of the data.  By beginning data analysis with the coding process, I 
attempted to get a feel for the data and began to segment the enormous research project, 
including hours of interview tape, pages of interview transcripts, and numerous pictures and 
images. This segmentation process assisted me in breaking the data down into more manageable 
and digestible components.  Charmaz (2007) outlined this process as “naming segments of data 
with a label that simultaneously categorizes, summarizes and accounts for each piece of data” (p. 
43).   
However, understanding the importance of coding and the value it brings to good 
qualitative research was only the first step in the coding process.  I found Charmaz’s (2007) 
work to be most beneficial in understanding what type of coding would work best for the data 
collected. I used two forms of coding outlined by her data analysis process, initial and axial 
coding.  In initial coding, I utilized the line-by-line form, along with in vivo coding.  After initial 
coding, I used axial coding methods.  Below is a brief description of the coding styles which I 
utilized for this research project.  
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To begin analysis of my data, I used initial coding which remained close to the data 
(Charmaz, 2007).  I implemented the line-by-line process of coding, reading the data carefully 
word-by-word, line-by-line searching for repeated words or phrases. At times I would use the 
actual word or phrase in the text as a code in itself, a type of in vivo coding. Other times, I would 
give the word or phrase a code and add the code to my code bank. This coding process kept me 
extremely close to the data, ensuring I analyzed the text in detail.  I kept my codes simple and 
precise and moved quickly through the data.  This process of initial coding assisted me in 
breaking 20 – 25 pages of interviews into smaller parts which were then reassembled at a later 
stage.  In addition to line-by-line coding, I implemented in vivo coding, a coding style which 
used the exact words of the participants in the study.  In vivo coding techniques helped me to 
preserve participants’ original meanings as participants discussed their own experiences and 
actions as they related to my research (Saldana, 2009).   After I broke the data down into 
individual pieces, I began to group recurring codes from my code bank into subcategories, 
recurring subcategories into broader categories, which eventually led to the construction of four 
major themes discussed in Chapter 4.  This construction process occurred with the utilization of 
axial coding methods.  
 Where initial coding broke the data down, axial coding brought the data back together 
into a meaningful whole (Charmaz, 2007).   Axial coding assisted in making links from 
categories to subcategories, building a clear picture of what my data set represented. Axial 
coding built links between and among not only the text but also the images the participants 
captured. With the utilization of initial coding practices throughout the first stages of data 
analysis, connections in the data started to become apparent. I used axial coding as a way to 
compare and contrast the data and answer the following questions: What were my data saying? 
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What were my data not saying? How did my data assist in informing my research questions? Or, 
did my data take the research in a different direction? Should I change course? Was I on the right 
track? 
 Using both initial and axial coding assisted me in ensuring the data gave voice to my 
participants, decreasing the possibility that my voice as researcher dominated the analysis 
process.  According to Charmaz (2007), when coding is done right, “it helps you to refrain from 
imputing your motives, fears, or unresolved personal issues to your respondents and to your 
collected data” (p. 54).  Through the data analysis process, it was my intent to follow Charmaz’s 
guidance and not directly or indirectly interject my motives, fears, or unresolved personal issues 
on the stories of the participants. This goal directly tied into the overall critical approach of this 
research study.  
Researcher’s Role and Biases 
 I was the interviewer who listened to my participants’ stories; and then, through their 
words and images and careful analysis, I created a new story that attempted to accurately reflect 
their lived experiences.  Throughout the research process, I continually monitored my own 
subjectivities as they related to my study, keeping in mind my personal biases. I attempted to not 
let my own thoughts and predilections interfere with the story that unfolded in interviews and 
images produced by the participants.   In a quantitative study, this would refer to the concept of 
remaining objective.  
 However, being an out gay man, I could not help but be influenced by what it meant to be 
gay in contemporary America and also how being gay has affected my overall social and 
cognitive development. After spending many years struggling with my sexuality and learning 
that being gay is okay, the coming-out process is permanently embedded into my psyche, and my 
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own perceptions and understanding of what it means to be safe have been integrated into my 
daily,  “making it through the world,” navigation systems.    
 Knowing this, I believe members of the LGBT community who also identify as 
researchers have to be mindful of their membership in both groups as they conduct research, 
remaining aware that one membership should not overshadow another. But this is true of any 
researcher who conducts research in any area of which she or he are also members. Finally, as all 
researchers struggle with biases and subjectivities, Bogden and Biklen (2003) reminded scholars 
that no matter how hard researchers try, they cannot divorce themselves from who they are and 
how who they are affects their research and writing.  
Trustworthiness  
To strive for an accurate portrayal of the data, what the quantitative world would 
describe as objectivity, I attempted to produce trustworthy data.   Schram (2006) described 
trustworthiness as the “accuracy or plausibility of what you report and claim, how you 
generated the findings, and whether (and to whom) the study is useful” (p. 132). Schram gave 
numerous examples of how a researcher can maintain trustworthiness, ensuring that his or her 
research is held to the highest ethical standards. As noted above, one major way to produce 
trustworthy research is to acknowledge one’s own subjectivities. Researchers must understand 
their own voice and what effect that subjective voice may, or may not, have on their research 
project, interaction with participants, and/or the ultimate conclusions drawn from the data 
collected.  Schram wrote that “when you deliberately engage and monitor your subjectivity, 
you use your feelings and emotional responses as authentic points of departure, or cues, for 
inquiring into why you are perceiving and to what effect you are interpreting matters as  you 
are” (p. 136).  I believe, as does Schram, that using subjectivities in a monitored and mindful 
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way can assist in becoming a thoughtful, thorough scholar, leading to the production of 
impeccable, trustworthy research.  
In addition to monitoring and acknowledging one’s own voice or subjectivity, a key 
element of maintaining trustworthiness is crosschecking data with other individuals.  First, I 
gave participants access to all transcriptions of their specific interviews and checked with them 
for confirmation as I drew conclusions from images reviewed and interviews conducted.  This 
process proved to be extremely useful as conversations post-interview provided much insight 
into the meaning making and data analysis process. Also, I conferred with colleagues as I 
broke down the data and then placed it back together to develop trustworthiness. Getting an 
additional set of eyes brought an entirely different lens to the work, which assisted me in 
reaching a truer authenticity and accuracy of my research which has led to a more trustworthy 
research study.   
Conclusion 
 In this chapter, I thoroughly explained why I implemented a critical qualitative 
methodology that included the use of visual methods.  I also outlined how I recruited my 
research participants and a detailed demographic breakdown of the 9 students who participated 
in my study.  I included a thorough description of my data collection process which was 
followed by a breakdown of the data analysis process which I utilized. Finally, I discussed how 
my research maintained trustworthiness through the process, as I continually acknowledged 
my own subjectivity and incorporated various research practices such as member checking.  
 In the next chapter, I will outline the findings of my research study, which are broken 
down into four major themes. Chapter 4 includes excerpts from both individual interviews and 
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also the focus group.  In addition, this chapter incorporates many of the images that the 
participants took as they participated in the study. 
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CHAPTER 4 
REPORT OF FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS  
 The purpose of this chapter is to report the findings from the study and also to provide 
analysis of the data. This chapter will be broken up into four sections based on four themes 
which arose from the data.   
 This study was conducted at a large, urban research university located in the 
southeastern, United States, referred to as Southeast University in this research. All participants 
and specific individuals mentioned in the study were given pseudonyms to ensure confidential.  
Nine male undergraduate college students participated in this study.  All research participants 
went through two rounds of interviews.  The first interview lasted approximately 60 minutes and 
was designed to establish trust between myself and the participant.  In addition, the first 
interview served as a first step at uncovering what the experience was like for a college student 
who identified as LGBT and was out on campus.  At the conclusion of the first interview, 
participants were given an assignment before their second interview.  Participants were asked to 
take images of people, places, things that represented their experience as an out LGBT student 
on campus. In addition, participants were asked to think about places on campus where they felt 
safe or unsafe and asked to take visual images of those places as well. The assignment was 
intentionally left somewhat ambiguous in an effort not to limit participants’ ideas of what they 
may take images of.   
 Before the second interview, I reviewed the images and prepared general questions as 
they related to the images that the participants emailed.  Each participant took an average of 9 
images with a minimum of 5 images and a maximum of 17 images.  At the second interview, I 
showed each photo on a computer and asked the following 3 questions:  
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1) What is the image of and why did you take it? 
 
2) Why is this image important to you as an out member of the LGBT community? 
 
3) What does the image say to you about safety on campus? 
 
I let the participant explain the image and then asked probing questions where necessary.  The 
second interview lasted approximately 60 minutes, depending on the level of description by the 
participant and/or the number of images taken.   
 After the completion of all individual interviews, I conducted a focus-group where all 
participants could attend and share their images with one another.   Because of schedule conflicts 
and last minute emergencies, only 5 of the 9 participants were able to attend the focus group.  
 At the conclusion of the focus group, typed transcriptions were made of all individual 
interviews and the focus group.  In addition to the interviews and focus group, I kept memos 
throughout the research process, logging my internal reflections and thought processes.  Varying 
coding methods (including initial, in vivo, and axial) were utilized to process and interpret all 
interview and focus group transcriptions along with the accompanying images.   This coding 
process, along with the meaning arising from it and the consultation of researcher memos, served 
as the foundation of the report of findings and data analysis chapter. In addition, this meaning 
making process was what ultimately led to the development of broad themes. Finally, member 
checking and peer feedback were used throughout the data analysis process in an effort to 
maintain research trustworthiness.  
 To present the data collected, this chapter is divided into four major themes. These 
themes came from the commonalities and connections discovered both within and between 
participant interviews and the images which they captured.  These thematic sections contain both 
excerpts of conversations recorded during interviews and/or the focus group. In addition, the 
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images which accompany this text are included within relevant thematic sections.  These 
thematic sections are also congruent with memos I completed while working throughout the 
study.  The themes that came from this research study are outlined in Table 2.  
Table 2 
Themes Developed from the Research Study  
 
Themes 
 
Categories within Themes 
The presence of LGBT’ness is integral to the 
LGBT student experience.  
 
Out LGBT Students 
Programs and Student Groups 
General Campus Presence 
Being involved and feeling connected to campus 
serves as a pivotal component of the LGBT 
student experience.  
Connection with Campus Clubs and Events 
Connection with Campus Employment 
General Connections 
Intersections of sexual identity and gender 
expression proved to be complicated by traditional 
notions of what it means to be and act masculine. 
Interactions with Heterosexual Men  
Hyper-Masculine Spaces and Places on Campus 
 
Classroom climate is a major factor for the success 
and safety of LGBT students.  
Participant Stories 
 
Ultimately, this chapter is structured in a way that most accurately reflects the research findings 
as I understand them in an attempt to construct a meaningful narrative that assists in the 
uncovering of the LGBT college student experience.  To conclude this chapter, I will present a 
summary of the major findings of this research study.  
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Presence of LGBT’ness  
Having a presence of what I call LGBT’ness on campus was very important to the daily 
lives of the participants in the study.  Throughout all interviews, each participant spoke of the 
varying  ways that having visibility of the LGBT community, whether through the presence of 
other out gay students on campus or LGBT related programs and services,  contributed positively 
to their college experience, and in addition, increased their feelings of safety on campus.  For 
example, many participants talked about the importance of having out student leaders on campus 
who served as role models for other LGBT students. Programs like the annual drag show 
sponsored by groups like the Alliance for Sexual and Gender Diversity (Alliance) sent a message 
to the campus community that the campus was diverse and welcoming of LGBT students and 
LGBT students were overtly recognized as a group of students within the larger campus 
community.  The Alliance is the official undergraduate student organization for the LGBT 
students on campus. To better articulate this theme, I divided this section into three categories: 1) 
out LGBT students,2) programs and student groups, and 3) general campus presence.  
Out LGBT Students 
 A theme heard throughout the participant interviews was the importance of having an 
LGBT presence on campus. One critical way this presence was articulated by the participants 
was the visibility of other out LGBT students on campus.  For example, as Matthew talked about 
his first Alliance meeting, he stated with enthusiasm, “I didn’t know there were so many gay 
people. We are everywhere!” Matthew took great comfort in seeing other LGBT students on 
campus.   
 Like Matthew, in the focus group, Corey shared his feelings of the importance of having 
out visible students on campus.  Corey shared having a “very, very LGBT friendly campus has 
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helped me tons.”  When I asked him and the rest of the group, what made them feel their campus 
was LGBT friendly, Corey stated, “you know, you see two girls walking around holding hands. 
You see two guys walking around holding hands, and it’s nothing here.  I mean, a lot of people 
just kind of keep walking.”   
 Taking it to another level, many participants shared that while it was important to have 
other out LGBT students on campus, these out students also served as role models for them and 
other LGBT students on campus.  An example of this was given when in our first interview, 
Billy shared, “it is really important because if people can see people, like Earl and Ken, and all 
these people who are on campus and doing things and really being positive role models. It’s like 
important.”  
Similar to Billy, Sanji stated in our first interview, “I feel it is important for those people 
who identify as LGBT to have leadership positions and serve as role models for our 
organizations and our school.  Their perspectives should be heard.”   
In our second interview, Sanji submitted a picture of the Signal office (Figure 1), the 
campus student newspaper office.  When talking about this office, Sanji spoke of how he was 
“good friends with the editor-in-chief of the student newspaper,” an out gay student on campus.  
In addition, there were several other out LGBT students who worked for the Signal. Sanji stated:  
This is the Signal office. And Earl works there as the editor.  A lot of his coworkers are 
LGBT. Knowing Earl is editor and knowing there are lots of other LGBT people there, it 
is like a little safe haven on campus. I know I could go to the Signal and there are other 
LGBT people in there that I talk to about my experiences.  If I needed advice on 
something, I could talk to Earl or someone in the office. It’s just a space on campus that I 
could go to as a safe haven.  
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Figure 1: Signal Office, 2010 
Matthew also gleefully spoke of role models and how seeing other out students in 
leadership positions was important to him. Matthew stated that “it was kind of like a role model 
thing. Karl is known by everyone on campus. Oh my god, Earl is the head of the Signal. Oh my 
god, Sally is the president of the Alliance. It just made me think, okay, when I get to a position 
where I’m at the top of something my sexuality will not be an issue.”  
 Not only did the participants believe in the importance of having role models, many 
participants were stepping up and out to serve as a role model for other gay students on campus.  
In our first interview, Billy talked about how he really didn’t have any other gay male role 
models in high school so he decided that “it came to a point where I had to be that person for the 
younger people to see. I knew at my high school there were other people that were gay and I had 
to be that example for them.”  
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 Like Billy, Charles knew the importance of having someone to look up to and someone 
looking out for you. Charles firmly believed in the importance of having role models for the 
“younger generation of gays on campus.”  In his role as a resident assistant on campus, Charles 
provided mentorship for other, young gay men on campus. Charles shared:  
What I try to do is…when they come out and they are really on fire, I try to bring them in 
and take them under my wing you could say. I try to coach them. Having been here a 
while, I attempt to educate them on how to be safe on campus and how to be safe off 
campus. Many times, many of them sit down with me and ask, what can I and can’t I do, 
what should I and shouldn’t I do? Sometimes they find themselves getting into a mess of 
trouble.  
 At the end of our last interview together, Ned spoke eloquently of the importance of 
having “other people like me” on campus.  He spoke to both just the presence of other LGBT 
students on campus and also having someone to look-up to. Ned stated:  
It’s easier for me to be what I want to be, if I can see it and if I can believe it. I just have 
to see it and see others like me.  I wish I would have known that in high school or middle 
school, but it didn’t happen that way. For other people, people who aren’t out yet, for 
people who are coming up behind me, all those gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender 
people from behind me, they can do what I’ve done and more. If somebody would just 
tell them that it is possible, whatever it is you wanna do, whatever it is you wanna be, it’s 
possible, cause I think that is all they need. They just need to be able to see that they can 
do it.  
 Corey took a different approach to this subject and expanded the scope of role models 
from a student-to-student relationship to a student-to-faculty/staff mentorship. Corey stated: 
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It’s nice to see that there are staff here and faculty here who are dealing with the same 
stuff I am.  I mean being in that environment where I’m exposed to others and see people 
who are growing up past the age that I am and succeeding and being happy with their life. 
That gives me hope for the happy I want in my life, even though their happy may be 
different from mine.  
Programs and Student Groups 
 Like seeing other out LGBT students on campus, the presence of programs and student 
groups directly related to or targeted at the LGBT community on campus was of great 
significance to the participants in the study.  This significance was more than having a student 
group dedicated to LGBT issues such as the Alliance, although this group was very important to 
the participants.  Yet, what proved to be of even greater importance were the programs which 
this and other organizations produced on campus that made a real difference in the participants’ 
college experiences.  
The importance of such programs was exemplified by Billy’s image of a Coming Out 
Panel (Figure 2) sponsored by the Alliance for Sexual and Gender Diversity.  When I asked 
Billy why he took this picture, he stated:  
Well, I am the Activism Chair for the Alliance for Sexual Gender Diversity.  What we 
did is we got a bunch of prominent LGBT mainly gay, two gay men and two transgender 
women, who came and talked to us and told their story just really giving us a feeling of 
where they’ve come from.  And to me, I feel safest when people are just open, when 
they’re expressing themselves and when they’re being really genuine.   
All participants discussed the Alliance and the importance of having this organization and 
the programs that it produced on campus.  For example, described as a “major program” by  
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Figure 2: Coming Out Panel, 2011 
many participants, the annual Alliance drag show proved to be of great importance to all 
participants as a way to create LGBT’ness on campus.  
Eddie submitted a photo of himself and a fellow student who performed in the annual 
Alliance drag show (Figure 3). When I asked Eddie why he took this photo, he stated “the drag 
show is a huge event on campus, and I wanted to take a picture of a friend of mine who was in 
it.”  I then asked why the drag show was important enough to take a picture of and he answered:  
It’s a room of a lot of us, and we are all together, gay people. We get to experience one of 
the great things of our culture. We are performing, and I think it’s a lot of fun to have this 
on campus. So, I feel safe, you know, to be whoever I am and there is no reservation 
feeling whatsoever at the drag show. So, I think it’s a lot of fun. Like if you are in the 
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Alliance, and you don’t come to meetings that often, you go to the drag show and you see 
people I might not have seen since freshmen year.   
 When I asked what impact the drag show had on his campus, Eddie paused for a moment 
and thoughtfully stated: 
You know part of our culture is seeing something different and having fun doing your 
thing. Just having it for the whole campus community because I mean it’s something 
we’re not used to seeing. It’s something; a part of our culture that they (heterosexuals) 
can experience…it educates everyone. Everyone can walk away having learned 
something.  It can make out gay students and not-out gay students on campus feel safer.  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Eddie and Friend at drag show, 2011 (Eddie on right) 
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Like Eddie, Kacy submitted a photo of himself with a group of friends and performers at 
the Alliance drag show (Figure 4). When asked why he submitted this photo, Kacy stated, 
“having a drag show on campus I think is really cool because it brings everyone together.  The 
fact is not a lot of schools would have allowed this.  This picture means that we can be who we 
want to be and that social norms are not rigidly enforced.”   
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: Kacy and Friends at drag show, 2011 (Kacy in gray t-shirt) 
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In the focus group, when the participants began speaking of different LGBT related 
events on campus, the drag show was a main topic of conversation.  During the discussion, 
Corey stated:   
I love the fact we have a giant drag show on campus every semester.  I mean I don’t 
know of other universities that do this.  It’s awesome to see all the different students 
there. You have just as many straight people as you do community members.  I love that!  
I mean just being so open about the fact that we do have community members here is just 
awesome. 
 Similar to conversation in the focus group, Sanji stated in our second interview that “if 
our campus was not accepting of homosexuality, we would not be able to have our drag show. It 
would be taken away by faculty and not taken well by the students.  Just having a drag show and 
having it sold out is a representation of how out students are safe on campus.”  
In addition to the Alliance and events sponsored by this organization, participants spoke 
of other areas of LGBT’ness on campus. This is shown in an image which Sanji submitted and 
discussed. He snapped a picture of the movie theater (Figure 5) on campus. When I asked why 
he took this picture, he stated:  
I feel like Cinefest is super liberal and I love it. They can play movies that have 
homosexuality in them, and it’s not a big deal. They played TransAmerica, and Grad 
Pride hosted an event with the theater.  I just feel comfortable at Cinefest, and I’m glad 
that they are not biased in the movies that they play, biased in a sense that they censor it. 
They should play independent films, cause independent films usually don’t have an 
agenda. So, I like Cinefest, and I feel safe at Cinefest. 
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Sanji also stated that he wanted to take a picture of the College Republicans and College 
Democrats political debate which focused on same-sex marriage. When I asked why he wanted 
to take a picture of this event, he stated, “I feel like if our campus, if it was against 
homosexuality on a majority basis, they would not talk about it in programs like this.”  Sanji 
expanded on his political debate example by adding that, “I could also take pictures of the 
NoHomo event sponsored by the Alliance and a fraternity last week or the fact we have straight 
ally and coming out panels.”  When I asked why all these events were important to him, he 
stated, “it shows students can be out on campus and feel safe.”  This sentiment was common 
among the participants.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5: Cinefest Campus Movie Theatre, 2010 
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The presence of a university safe zone program was of great importance to many of the 
participants. All but one of the participants mentioned the programs and its goal of creating a 
safe environment for LGBT students on campus.  Matthew submitted a picture of a safe zone 
sticker on a resident assistant’s door in the residence halls (Figure 6). Found across the country 
on university campuses, Safe Zone programs educate the campus community on issues related to 
the LGBT community (Evans, 2002).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6: Safe Zone Sticker on RA Door, 2011 
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When I asked if this was his resident assistant’s door, he said no. That was one of the 
reasons he took the photo. Matthew further explained: 
This RA is really cool. He’s a straight ally. I actually didn’t know he was safe zone 
trained.  I love that there is safe zone training. Funny thing, my RA’s door didn’t have a 
sticker on it. I went to talk to her about coming out to my roommate in the beginning of 
the semester, and it was awkward. I didn’t know how much I could say to her. That 
sticker could have saved me a lot of trouble.  
Matthew went on to talk about the safe zone program and seeing safe zone stickers around 
campus “was just really empowering.”  He said that “those stickers made him feel welcome. I 
would visit professors during their office hours and see safe zone stickers.  It was just constantly 
being reinforced that this is a good experience. This is a good place.”  
Billy spoke about the safe zone program in the focus group.  He stated that “it’s 
important to find high quality people who are there for you and who support you. There are 
people and offices on campus who don’t have to have stickers, but they do, and it means a lot 
they do.” After hearing Billy speak in the focus group, Kacy added that “some of my classrooms 
have that sticker and that’s really cool. I probably should have taken a picture of that now that I 
think about it.  Any place you see a safe zone sticker you figure it’s a safe space for everyone. I 
like having that really unspoken rule, these are the guidelines and everyone should know this.”  
 In Corey’s second interview, he discussed the safe zone program. He stated, “I started 
seeing these little stickers on campus and there are a lot of those little stickers around. It’s so 
good knowing that there are so many allies here on campus.” Ned also submitted a picture of the 
university safe zone sticker.  This sticker was on a bulletin board in the office where he worked.  
When I asked why he took a picture of the sticker, he became slightly emotional and quietly 
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stated that “cause I want to educate the world. If I could just educate the entire world about the 
gay community so that people, people wouldn’t have to go through what I went through, that 
would be so amazing.”  
General Campus Presence  
 In addition to the presence of out gay students and the visibility of LGBT related 
programs and student groups, there were several other ways the presence of LGBT’ness played a 
role in the participants’ college experiences. For example, Sanji and Billy both spoke to their 
new student orientation experience. In their orientation program, they recalled a session related 
to diversity on campus. The session informed all orientation participants that everyone was 
accepted on campus for who they are. This session specifically acknowledged LGBT students 
and affirmed their presence on campus.  Billy gleeful shared that “the whole orientation 
experience made me kind of even more glad that I decided to come to Southeast University. 
Having people who are different acknowledged, that’s where the whole safety thing kind of 
began.”   
 Several participants talked about campus offices that were relevant to them. Eddie and 
Corey both spoke of the university wide diversity programming office on campus, the umbrella 
diversity programming office.  Eddie stated, “Intercultural Relations plays a big role in creating a 
welcoming environment with diversity issues across the board.”  Corey expanded stating, “I 
can’t say enough about the offices within the student center. Just all the people here make me 
feel so comfortable. Even if I don’t ever approach any of them, just knowing that they’re there is 
very, very important.”  
 While we discussed university offices that brought LGBT’ness to campus, Corey 
mentioned the campus’s diversity strategic plan. In reference to the plan, he stated:  
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Knowing that there is a diversity strategic plan makes me happy that diversity is even 
going like to the highest levels.  It says a lot about our campus and how accepting we are 
of different people, and it wasn’t just about gay people. It was about other minority 
groups as well.  
 Similar to university wide initiatives, in our first interview, Kacy spoke about his 
freshmen year and highlights from his “gay freshmen experience.”  Reflecting back on his first 
year in college, Kacy mentioned his freshman convocation program.  At this program, new 
freshmen students are inducted into the campus’s community of scholars. The ceremony is 
presided over by the university president.  Kacy recalled with great excitement the president’s 
remarks during convocation. He stated, “the president’s convocation speech included sexual 
orientation in things that we accept here. You know, it’s very powerful to hear things from 
leadership and administration. It was a really big deal for me.”  
 Transcending just the presence of LGBT’ness on campus, an image captured by Billy 
expanded the scope of just acceptance and inclusion of LGBT individuals and issues on campus 
and moved to a much larger construct of diversity and inclusion. Billy took a picture of flags 
hanging in the campus student center (Figure 7).  This image and how Billy described it served 
as a good summation of the importance of having a presence of LGBT’ness on campus.  Billy 
took a couple of seconds to gather his thoughts before giving his explanation for taking this 
photo.  After a brief pause, he stated:  
Those flags represent the diversity on this campus and the way we all integrate so much.  
Like we’re able to move from like group to group without really any discrimination 
because of necessarily who we are.  Like we might not fit into that group but it’s not 
going to be because we’re gay or we’re from a different country.  It’s just that we don’t 
70 
 
 
work in the dynamics of their group.  And like all those flags from different countries to 
me capture what is an integral part of the safety of this campus for me is just difference 
and the presence of that difference on campus.  Like all these different cultures are so 
different, yet we’re all here on campus and all respected.  
 The flags represented to Billy the presence of difference on campus, not only LGBT 
difference, but difference in multiple forms.  Knowing that this difference was present on 
campus was of paramount importance to the participants in this research study.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7: Flags in Student Center, 2011 
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Involvement and Connection to Campus  
From the first interview and continuing throughout the research process, it became 
readily apparent that finding ways to connect to campus was very important to the college 
experiences of the participants in this study.  Getting involved on campus is what successful 
college students do (Astin, 1984), but these connections also seemed to play a heightened role in 
the participants’ lives by creating as sense of safety for themselves through connections to 
individuals, groups, offices, and organizations that were open and accepting of their gay 
identities. The images the participants captured reflected various ways in which they connected 
to campus, whether through campus employment or student organizations in which they were 
members.    
 In our first interview, Kacy communicated very clearly the importance of connecting to 
campus and finding a community. He found this connection by joining the Alliance for Sexual 
and Gender Diversity.  Kacy stated:  
It was important to me to find a community on campus, a community where I could feel 
safe. It was always helpful to be a part of something that was obviously accepting. The 
things that were really important to me when I first came to campus was finding a 
community. So the Alliance was a huge thing. And I joined almost immediately and other 
groups like that.  
In Charles’s first interview, he informed me he connected to campus early on in order to 
find a community.  He stated, “when I came here, I realized that we had an accepting 
community and found the Alliance for Sexual and Gender Diversity and joined right off the 
bat.” 
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 Like Kacy and Charles, many other participants shared in their interviews and images the 
importance of connecting to campus.  To clearly outline the connection process, this section is 
divided into three categories:  1) connection with campus clubs and events, 2) connection with 
campus employment, 3) general connection to campus.  
Connection with campus clubs and events 
 All participants at some point in the interview process spoke of their involvement with 
and/or knowledge of the Alliance for Sexual and Gender Diversity.   Many participants took 
pictures of Alliance meetings or Alliance events.  It became very clear as the research process 
progressed that the connection to this student group was of great importance to the participants.  
 In Matthew’s first interview, he spoke with great enthusiasm about how important his 
involvement with the Alliance was during his first semester on campus.  This connection was of 
paramount importance to him. Matthew stated:  
I’ve always felt safe with people from the Alliance. Because they have always provided 
that space where you can just talk about anything…when there are things on the news we 
could talk about that. It was just this completely nonjudgmental space. So I really want to 
highlight that this is an amazing place.   
In Matthew’s second interview, he submitted a picture of the room where the Alliance 
met (Figure 8).  
As we looked at the photo, Matthew joyfully recounted his first Alliance meeting during 
his freshmen year. He shared with excitement: 
So many people were there!  I didn’t know that there was this many gay people.  We’re 
everywhere. Oh my God, the room was filling up and they had no more chairs.  It was so  
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Figure 8: Alliance Meeting Room, 2011 
cool to see certain people from my residence hall. I was like oh my God, that guy’s gay 
and she’s a lesbian, wow…it was just perfect! 
Matthew shared an interesting point during the focus group as the participants discussed 
the Alliance. He stated that “if it had not been for the Alliance, I guess I feel a little bit maybe 
the degree to which I’m out would have decreased.”   
Eddie also had a similar experience when he first became involved with the Alliance, one 
that made a very important connection for him as an out student on campus.  Like Matthew, 
Eddie submitted a picture of himself and a friend at an Alliance meeting (Figure 9). During our 
interview, Eddie shared with enthusiasm:  
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My involvement with the Alliance has played a major role in moving out on campus. I 
was out to technically to my friends and things but I wasn’t so much as far as to 
everyone…so I think it’s been very beneficial to my out college experience I would say 
being a member of the Alliance and connecting with other people who are just like me, 
gay.  
 As we talked more about the Alliance and what role it played in his overall college 
experience, Eddie stated that “being involved with the Alliance definitely helps me with safety 
on campus…it educates me even on things that I can do to make myself feel safer on campus.”  
 During the focus group, Charles spoke to the importance of his connection with the 
Alliance during his first semester.  He stated that during his first year on campus, “I found a lot 
of comfort in the Alliance.”  He agreed that this was an important organization to him, and his 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 9: Eddie and Friend at Alliance Meeting, 2011 
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 involvement played a large role in making him feel comfortable and safe when he first got to 
campus.  
 Other participants mentioned the Alliance for Sexual and Gender Diversity, but also 
found their connections in other groups on campus.  Ned joined the Peer Health Educators, an 
organization which educated the campus community on various issues including the responsible 
use of alcohol and safer sex practices.  Ned submitted a photo of this group of individuals. 
However, per IRB regulations, I was unable to obtain consent from all individuals captured in 
the photo. Therefore, I was unable to include the image in the study.   
When Ned and I reviewed the picture of the Peer Health Educators, his first comment 
was “they are like a rock for me.” Ned continued, “I’m around them all the time. They are my 
closest friends.  I’m probably at my most honest around them. I’m probably at my gayest when 
I’m around them. I feel very, very comfortable around them.” When I asked Ned to expand on 
what “at my gayest” meant, he explained that being at his “gayest” was feeling very comfortable 
and secure to act or talk in any way without fear of judgment, embarrassment, or harassment.    
 Corey had a very similar experience but with a different student group on campus. The 
orientation leader team was a “life saver” for Corey. The orientation leaders worked for the 
summer new student orientation program which welcomed new students to campus each 
semester. He submitted a photo of the name plate which marked the suite of the home office of 
the campus orientation program (Figure 10).  He informed me that “the orientation leaders hang 
out in the orientation office student work room.”  When he talked about his involvement with 
this group, he became visibly emotional.  His connection to this group seemed to be of great 
importance to Corey during his first year of college. Corey shared:  
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Being on the orientation team, they were the people that love you no matter what. And like, once 
I got to the point where I could tell everyone about me.  That is the group where I felt really 
comfortable talking about this part of my life for the first time.  
 James spoke of the Progressive Student Alliance (PSA) in both of his interviews and 
submitted numerous photos of organization events and meetings and his friends within this 
group. However, due to IRB photo consent regulations, I was unable to include these image in 
the study.  To represent this organization and its importance to James, I included a picture 
(Figure 11) which was drawn on a board by a member during a PSA meeting. James stated the 
picture was of a “hipster who is a quintessential PSA member.”   When I asked what a “hipster” 
was, James paused and laughed.  Then struggling to come up with an exact definition, he stated  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 10: Orientation Office, 2011 
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“they typically have like not mainstream haircuts, and they read cheesy literature like the Curse 
of Being a Wallflower.  They are usually poor, college students.”  Whenever James spoke of the 
PSA and/or the organization’s membership, one could tell how important this group was to him.   
James stated that “people that are involved in the Progressive Student Alliance I consider 
them to be very caring and welcoming people.  I mean I don’t feel unsafe around them, so I 
would definitely consider them to be a safe group or whatever. They give me great support on 
campus.” Again, throughout his interviews, James spoke repeatedly of PSA friends and PSA 
events. His connection with this group was key for him.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 11: Progressive Student Alliance, 2011 
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Finally, in a more general sense, Sanji articulated how being involved and connected with 
various student groups was important to him as an out college student. Sanji stated:  
 I’ve lived on and off campus. Living on campus, I made connections, I made friends in 
different student groups…with all of the connectedness and all the networking I felt 
comfortable with leadership or people with leadership positions. So, living on campus, 
and making those connections, I feel safe on campus, I know, like, I have allies.  
He stated that having allies and being connected assisted with him with being 
comfortable on campus. However, Sanji continued: 
I have commuter student friends that come on campus for their classes and go home. 
They don’t partake in any events here and they don’t have a sense of connectedness to the 
university. Sometimes they don’t even want to go to school because of the commute, and 
stuff like that. So, if they were homo, if they were out, I could imagine them not feeling 
safe because of things. They haven’t had those experiences that I’ve had of knowing that 
we have allies here. 
 Through the on-campus, off-campus example, Sanji articulated how important he felt it 
was for gay students to find a sense of connection to campus and how that connection could 
assist them in having a safe college experience.  
Connection with campus employment 
 Connection to campus employment was very important to many of the participants in the 
study.  Several participants took pictures of their work space or images they associated with their 
on campus employment.  
 Eddie submitted an image of him preparing for a work holiday party (Figure 12). I asked 
Eddie why he took the image. He stated: I feel free here. This is like my second home. I spend a 
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lot of time here so, you know, I’m here every day. I think my boss has a lot to do with that. She 
makes the environment safe for me. There are no reservations, you know. I don’t have to hold 
anything back around her. I would say anything about my life pertaining to my sexuality and 
she’s cool. You know, she respects me for who I am and all my abilities and everything I do…I 
feel safe. I’m lucky. I have friends who work at Chick-fil-A who have to, you know, reserve 
themselves. But I can actually be who I am to the fullest and do the best at my job at the same 
time.  
 When asked to give an example of how his boss is “cool,” he discussed how his 
boyfriend often stops by his work, and it is no secret to his boss or others in the office that the 
person stopping by is Eddie’s boyfriend.  Eddie made it clear that these type of experiences made 
work a safe space for him.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 12: Eddie at Work, 2011 
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Eddie’s supervisor played a large role in creating that safe environment for him and his 
ability to connect and feel safe at work. Eddie’s on campus job surfaced many times throughout 
interviews with him, and it was very important to him that he enjoyed what he did on campus 
and felt very safe in that environment.  
 Like Eddie, Sanji’s job as a laboratory assistant in the Endocrinology lab was very 
important to him and served as an important campus connection. He submitted a photo of the 
laboratory entrance (Figure 13).  
Sanji had a very interesting story of why he took this image and how it related to his 
connection to and feeling safe on campus. Sanji’s work in this lab was to take care of fish that 
were used in a research study that looked at the “sexual plasticity of fish.”  He explained further:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 13: Endocrinology Lab, 2011 
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Basically we study the hierarchy of fish. There’s the alpha male, which is the most 
dominant male, and then you have subordinate females. But sometimes, if the male is 
removed from the social group, the dominant female will change sex to male. It’s really 
interesting. I maintain the fish by feeding them and cleaning the tanks.  
When I asked Sanji to explain more why this job and this experience was important to 
him, he stated it was like a job that focused on “transgender issues all the time.”  In addition, he 
said he was surprised by how accepting his coworkers were and how the lead faculty member in 
the lab “was making a reference to humans who change sex and he didn’t speak about it in a 
biased tone. He was very accepting of it. When homosexuality came up, it was not a big deal or 
awkward.”  
General Connections 
 Throughout the interviews, participants spoke of many types of connections, some 
specific and some general. Kacy submitted a photo of his best friend on campus, another out gay 
male (Figure 14). When I asked why he took this photo, he stated 
Because without Mark…I don’t think my experience at Southeast University would be 
complete. Mark is my gay best friend, and he is awesome. I could not imagine gay life 
without him. Because having someone who is gay and there with you on campus and can 
experience a lot of the same things you can is very important. It’s important to know that 
you have that support and that you have someone who understands you on the level that 
most straight people can’t.  
Like Kacy, Corey talked about his good friend Lucy. Having Lucy in his life was a “god 
send” to Corey. He went on to say with emotion: 
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Figure 14: Kacy’s Friend, 2011 
Lucy, oh my god, what a goddess! No matter what, how awful I feel and no matter how 
uncomfortable I am with anything that, you know, pertaining to that part of my life. She’s  
always telling me “you are going to be happy no matter what and I love you no matter 
what and there are tons of people here that love you no matter what.” 
When reviewing the images Billy captured, we focused on a picture of an open plaza on 
campus called Unity Plaza (Figure 15). I asked Billy why he took this photo and what it meant to 
him being out on campus. He stated that this space was where he gathered for his campus tour 
during his new student orientation experience.  
Billy’s description reflected back on his experience at orientation and his first connection 
with his new college world. Billy stated: 
I guess at my orientation we went -- it was a group of different kids and we went up to 
that statue of the Panther and there’s a story, and it was something that connected me 
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immediately to the campus.  Like those other orientation groups from before -- different 
students from before had been there, had seen that same exact thing, been put in that 
same exact situation.  And it like gave me an instant connection to the campus before I 
was even a student here.  It gave me a sense of belonging to something grander and 
bigger than I was from two months before I even started classes.  And that I think is kind 
of important in everything, finding a connection between you personally to the grander 
ideas of the world and finding your place in it.  I’m safe.  I’m happy and I’m becoming a 
part of something I never thought I could.  I never thought like as a gay man I could be 
part of such a large community that wasn’t exactly like me.   I can be here…and feel safe 
and feel connected to a grander thing bigger than me, bigger than anything I can 
necessarily accomplish.  It’s a connection I had.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 15: Unity Plaza, 2011 
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Throughout the interviews connections made were very important to the participants. The 
next section discusses a third theme developed throughout the research process, the intersection 
of sexual identity and gender expression.  
Intersection of Sexual Identity and Gender Expression  
The intersection of sexual identity and gender expression proved to be complicated by 
traditional notions of what it meant to be and act masculine for the participants in the study. This 
theme surfaced throughout many of the conversations had with participants.   
 This complicated intersection of sexual identity and gender expression developed into 
two common patterns weaving throughout the participant narratives. The first recurring narrative 
was the often problematic and anxiety producing interactions that the gay male identified study 
participants experienced with their straight male peers.  The second narrative was the notion of 
masculine spaces and places on campus and how entry to and interaction with those spaces 
caused discomfort and distress due to the perceived  hyper-masculine vibe which existed around 
and within those spaces. 
 After careful analysis of the data, these two concepts proved to be deeper than just 
troubled interactions or uncomfortable spaces.  These tumultuous feelings  seemed to stem from 
a perception that the gay identity is inherently a non-masculine sexual identity, therefore the 
attributes tied to this less-than-masculine identity were in direct conflict with things which the 
participants’ perceived as masculine, or in the participants’ minds heterosexual.  However, I 
believe their discomfort, fear, and anxiety of these interactions and spaces came not from their 
gay identity, but their perceptions of their gender expression as being “less than masculine” as 
related to traditional masculine (or heterosexual) interactions and spaces.   To clarify, I define 
sexual identity as “an enduring pattern of emotional, romantic, and/or sexual attractions to men, 
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women, or both sexes” (American Psychological Association, 2008a, p. 1).  I define gender 
expression as the outward expression of “one’s sense of self as male, female, or transgender” 
(American Psychological Association, 2008b, p. 2). I further define gender expression as the 
public display of traditional masculine or feminine behaviors, mannerism, communication, etc.   
 In the following two sections, I will demonstrate how the intersections of the participants’ 
gay identities and perceived less-than-masculine gender expressions caused them great anxiety 
and distress.  I will show this in two ways. First, I will highlight the difficult interactions many 
participants had with heterosexual men. Second, I will outline how many participants felt 
uncomfortable and/or unsafe in traditionally masculine or hyper-masculine places and spaces on 
campus.    
Interactions with Heterosexual Men 
 During our first interview, I asked Kacy to describe his experience as an out gay student 
on campus. About 5 minutes into our conversation, he started talking about how he sometimes 
has to act differently depending on what situation he is in. When asked to describe this “acting 
differently process,” he stated:  
For example, I tend to be very different around straight men than I do around gay men. I 
tend to be conservative, very conservative. Except for guys I’m really close to. Unless I 
really know you, I’m not going to mention sex or a lot of things like that.   
 When I asked Kacy to explain what he meant by being “conservative,” he stated, “I just 
don’t like to act and look so gay.”  In this example, Kacy wasn’t necessarily talking about 
problems with his sexual identity in his interactions with straight men. It was not his gay identity 
that caused him discomfort; it was the expression of this gay identity through gendered attributes 
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of what it traditionally  meant to “act and look so gay, ” attributes which are expressed in terms 
of acting masculine or feminine.    
He went on to say, “I have been safer on campus just because, really I try to respect that 
boundary of straight and gay where they are not as comfortable with gay people.”  The way he 
attempted to respect that boundary is “acting conservative,” changing his expression of himself 
as a gay man to ensure heterosexual men are comfortable.  Later in his first interview, I asked 
him if he has any problems on campus due to him being out and he stated that “if I have any 
problems, it is usually with straight men.” 
During the focus group, Kacy elaborated further on his problems interacting with straight 
men. He stated:  
I mean a lot of people I know. It’s very uncomfortable for me to be around large groups 
of straight men who I don’t know…they may not be necessarily homophobic, but it 
doesn’t mean that I’m not uncomfortable or that other people who are like me are not 
uncomfortable. It does mean you don’t let your guard down.  
I asked Kacy what he meant by “don’t let your guard down.” He stated, “you always have to be 
aware of the way you are acting and who is around.”  Again, it is his actions and his expression 
of his gay identity that he needed to constantly monitor, not his gay identity. At this point in the 
focus group, all the participants nodded their heads in agreement.  
When Kacy and I began going over images he had taken during the second interview, the 
first photo he showed was of a good male friend of his who identified as straight (Figure 16). 
When I asked Kacy why he submitted a photo of Carl, he replied, “because he is silly and he’s 
my straight man.” When I asked him what, “he’s my straight man” means, he elaborated stating:  
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Figure 16: Kacy’s Straight Friend Carl, 2011 
I think a lot of the reason why I feel comfortable on campus as a gay man is because I 
know people like him who are straight and I can act however I want and they are 
completely accepting.  And I think that a lot of Southeast University, while Southeast 
University is an awesome place, is because there are people like Carl.  
In this short passage, Kacy directly tied his comfort level of being out on campus to his 
positive experience with his straight guy friend.  The positive experience was tied to not just Carl 
being “ok” with his out, gay sexual identity, but more importantly how Kacy “acted out” or 
expressed this identity.  This sentiment was something that was discovered throughout the 
interview process. Continuing the conversation with Kacy, he stated that “without people like 
Carl, I don’t know…I find it very intimidating to be friends with straight men…and it just gets 
really complicated a lot of the time so it’s very difficult to find good straight friends.”  At this 
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point I asked Kacy if he found it harder to be friends with straight guy friends or straight girl 
friends.  Kacy stated:  
Oh yeah, it is much easier to be friends with straight girls. Because women are actually a 
lot more accepting, especially in the city of Atlanta. Women tend to be more accepting of 
gay people than men, even when it comes to lesbians. Because I think that there’s not as 
much riding on the situation. I think there is a big concentration amongst straight men or 
even men in general in our society. There’s a big push to be masculine.  And being gay is 
not the ideal version of masculinity.  
 In this conversation exchange, Kacy directly connected sexual identity and gender 
expression and the “big push to be masculine.”  Kacy perceived that being gay does not equal 
being masculine, a gay sexual identity did not equate to a masculine gender expression, thus 
leading to anxiety producing interactions with heterosexual men. 
Like Kacy, Ned generally had difficulty interacting with straight men on campus as a 
result of both his gay identity and perceived less than masculine gender expression.  In our first 
interview, Ned discussed his coming out process on campus. In his story, Ned shared that 
interactions with straight men and navigating staying safe around straight males proved to be 
difficult for him. I asked him why it was difficult for him to which he stated that “it comes from 
my own experience and it comes from the world around me that is, is what, is what is shown in 
this world…you’ve seen straight guys degrade and talk about gay men and talk about their 
uncomfortableness around them and whenever there is a gay man around them all they are gonna 
do is ogle them and stare at them and try to rape them.”   
 The extreme uneasiness that Ned had with interacting with straight men and his fears of 
their judgment of him was intense. This perpetual apprehension left Ned very vulnerable when 
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deciding whether to out himself to a straight male individual or group of straight men. Ned 
shared:  
These days there is still a struggle for me, because, when it comes to being out… you are 
constantly coming out to new people which is, scary, and it is exhausting, so when you 
meet new straight guys, there is always a thought in my head, should I just be myself and 
should I be open and act how I want to act or should I hide.  
This “act how I want to act” was key.  His sexual identity was only a piece of the 
problematic situation, with the acting or expression of this identity just as important. Ned 
expanded on how navigating being out around straight men caused him much inner turmoil. He 
shared:  
Until I see whether or not it is safe, so I have to actively push myself to be open and 
honest and in doing so it is helping me break the idea that I’ve held for so long, that 
straight men  could never be comfortable with me or they’ll never want to be that close 
with me or be great friends with me, like I just, I just thought that, most straight guys, 
unless they were just strange or different, they would not want to be around me, they 
would find me to be threatening to them.  
When I asked what he meant by “threatening to them,” he stated, “I can be pretty intense 
with the way I walk and talk. I mean, it’s not your standard manly type.”  Again, Ned was 
referring to what he perceived as a “manly type” and how he was not that.  He believed 
heterosexual men were “threatened” by his perceived less-than-masculine gender expression.  It 
was not the heterosexual fear of him being gay, per say. It was the fear or uncomfortableness of 
the expression of his gayness.    
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Remembering our first interview and the conversations we had regarding straight men, I 
was very surprised by one of the images which he submitted. It was a picture of his group of 
“good straight guy friends” (Figure 17).  He went on to say the guys in the photo are fellow 
members of an organization which Ned belonged to called the Peer Health Educators.  When I 
asked Ned why he took this picture, he stated:  
Earlier this year, I just felt as though I didn’t really have a connection with men , so I 
decided I was going to connect with a group of straight guys, so I went to the Peer Health 
Educators, a group I am an active member in.  I came out to the whole group and that 
included the straight guy members…that new batch of straight guy friends  
they honestly, they helped change my world, they helped changed my life, I probably will 
be forever indebted to them for that, again, I don’t think they understand what they did 
for me by just being my friend. 
  I asked Ned why “they changed my [his] life.” He stated, “they accepted all of me, 
accepted me for me.”  This accepting “all of him” included not only the fact that he was gay, but 
also all the many ways which he expressed his “gayness,” regardless of the perceived levels of 
masculinity and/or femininity in that expression.  Coming out to this group and his positive 
experience in working with and becoming close friends with the group of straight men was very 
important in Ned’s overall college experience.   
As a bisexual student, Corey had similar experiences to the other participants who 
identified as gay; and though he wasn’t gay, he too still struggled with his non-heterosexual 
identity and how this identity interplayed with traditional notions of what proper gender 
expression was supposed to be.  Corey stated: 
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Figure 17: Good Straight Guy Friends, 2010 
I guess I was always different. Not just in the sexuality sense. I was different in many 
ways from the people that I grew up with, and mostly the guys I grew up with. Because 
of, my grade was just full of, like country hicks…rednecks. The grade above me, I had 
male friends… but my grade just sucked.   
 When I asked why his grade “just sucked,” he stated that “they were all just a bunch of 
manly, good-ole-boys and that was just not me.”  Like many of the other participants, Corey 
found it difficult to interact with straight men and to identify with or as a “manly, good-ole-boy.”   
His bisexual identity placed a barrier between his identity as bisexual and his peers’ heterosexual 
identity and what it meant to Corey to be manly. To Corey, being non-heterosexual meant not 
being able to identify as “manly.”   When I asked him how his sexual identity complicated things 
when interacting with other men, he stated:  
I mean…a lot of heterosexual men, I mean if I walked up to a group of guys and I’m like, 
hey that girl is hot or whatever. If they know I’m bisexual, it kind of turns them off. They 
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are like, ok, whatever? You know, I consider myself fairly masculine…but still, even 
being that way, a way a lot of men talk about women I don’t agree with.  
 Like many other participants, Corey was comparing his non-heterosexual identity to his 
ability to act masculine.   Corey felt as if he was “fairly masculine.” But, this less-than-enough 
masculinity created an anxiety producing barrier between him and other heterosexual men.  
 In the next section, I will outline an additional narrative which presented itself throughout 
the research process.  The next section describes the troubled intersection of sexual identity and 
gender expression as it related to perceived hyper-masculine spaces and places on campus.  
Hyper-Masculine Spaces and Places on Campus 
Not only were there issues with heterosexual male interaction, many participants told 
stories of how spaces on campus where a traditional hyper-masculine or hyper-heterosexual 
atmosphere existed caused them much discomfort in their out college experience. These feelings 
of discomfort did not originate from a direct conflict with the participants’ gay identities, but 
more from the perceptions of the type of masculine heterosexual males that traditionally 
inhabited these spaces.  For many of the participants, gay meant not-masculine. Therefore, for 
the participants, the spaces that were seen as masculine, meant not-gay, thus, they felt not 
welcome and uncomfortable. 
 This concept became very apparent after examining similar images of the Recreation 
Center (Figure 18) on campus which were taken by 5 different participants one of which was 
Charles.  
 When I asked Charles why he took this image, he stated “I feel perfectly comfortable 
going in, but I have noticed getting tense sometimes going in, cause I guess it’s because the gym 
is a place where, you know, masculine men go.” 
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Figure 18: Recreation Center, 2011  
I asked Charles to explain more about what he meant by “where masculine men go” to 
which he stated:  
If you were to go down to the bottom level, that is where more of the football players, 
more of the gym junkies go. There is mostly all men downstairs…you don’t want to go 
down there because it is their space, you don’t want to get in there because you do not 
belong. You don’t match up to what is a man.   
At this point, I asked Charles to define what he thinks their version of a man is. He 
replied that “like if you listen to them talk, it’s just a bunch of guys alone. They are talking about 
sex, derogatory terms for sex…for me to want to go over there and engage in conversation with 
them, feels inappropriate because they’re talking about girls and doing whatever.”  In the focus 
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group, Charles commented further on the Recreation Center and how going into that space 
brought back memories of his high school experiences. He shared:  
When we were in high school, you are always called faggot, you’re always called gay 
whatever. You’re emasculated all your life during that time. So when you go into a place 
where there is a large amount of masculinity. In the back of your mind you are always 
replaying those things, those things where you were being emasculated…it’s not so much 
that they are homophobes down there. It’s not really so much that I feel actually 
threatened it’s just my mind.  
This space and its hyper- masculine, heteronormative attributes clearly made Charles uneasy 
about being out in this area of campus.  Charles was very clear. In his perception being gay was 
being not masculine. Thus, the Recreation Center, a very masculine place, was not welcoming to 
him. Many of the participants shared Charles’s views.  
As Charles discussed this in the focus group, Billy stated, “there is a very hyper- 
masculine sentiment down there.”  Like Charles and Billy, Ned had great concern about spaces 
within the Recreation Center.  He submitted a picture of the Student Recreation Center 
basketball courts (Figure 19).  When I asked him why he took this image, he stated, “seeing that 
basketball court, it’s like half heaven and hell and makes me feel like I stand out and makes me 
feel like some of the guys that are in there are hyper-masculine, not very open, and 
homophobic.” Again, Ned perceived the Recreation Center as hyper-masculine, thus making it a 
place that gay people, and their non-masculine expression, were not welcome.  
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Figure 19:  Recreation Center Basketball Courts, 2010 
Like his fellow participants, Sanji shared similar concerns about the Recreation Center 
but in a different way.  While going through the images during our second interview, one was an 
image of a locker room located in the lower level of the Recreation Center (Figure 20).  When I 
asked Sanji why he took this photo, he replied: 
I think that being out on campus I can feel unsafe, I feel awkward sometimes walking 
down these hallways. Because of all the masculinity everywhere, all of the, I don’t know 
how to explain it, just like, what if they think that I’m checking them out or something? 
Umm, so like, when I go to the locker rooms I have to be very focused on changing and 
out, like, I don’t really like hang out in there. 
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Figure 20:  Recreation Center Locker Room, 2010 
Sanji stated that he felt his gay identity and the Recreation Center, and in particular the 
locker room, “ were in interference of one another.”  Gay did not equal masculine to Sanji, thus 
causing him discomfort when he entered this masculine space.  
In addition to the perceived hyper-masculine space of the Recreation Center, the Greek 
community on campus and the space which they inhabited caused the participants in the study 
much anxiety.  Numerous participants submitted images that reflected their experiences with the 
Greek community.  
 In his first interview, I asked Billy to describe his experience as being out and gay on 
campus. He discussed many things, including his involvement with the Alliance for Sexual and 
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Gender Diversity on campus.  When talking about the Alliance, he began talking about 
interactions of the Alliance and the Greek community.  Billy stated: 
I’ve experienced the sororities and they love the Alliance.  However, I know of the horror 
stories with fraternities and gay groups and just the horrible things that are said and the -- 
not want this -- fraternities don’t really want the gay people in their fraternities.  They 
have kind of this -- I guess it’s an awkward separation of the masculine identity of a man 
being challenged by the feminine identity of a man or a different masculine identity of a 
man.  If you’re not a man -- if you’re a man and you’re not masculine and you don’t 
participate in sports, if you don’t do all these certain things, you’re not conceived to be 
the norm.  And that’s I think where the conflict between fraternities and the gay 
community comes because they’re not necessarily -- they’re the idea of masculinity.   
Billy spoke in great detail about the masculine ideals he believed fraternities held; and if 
you did not fit that ideal, you “weren’t welcome.”  You were not welcome, not because you were 
gay, but because you did not fit the traditional ideals of what being a man and being masculine 
were which are historically linked with heterosexuality.   
 Like Billy, Sanji provided many of the same insights around Greek organizations and 
their ideals of masculinity. Sanji wanted to take a picture of the Greek floor on campus but ran 
out of time. However, he did speak to why he wanted to take this picture. In the second 
interview, he stated:  
Yeah, when you walk in to the University Center, when you go up the  
stairs and you have all of those frat rooms. It’s not that I feel unsafe there, and it’s not 
that I feel awkward there, but I feel that with all of the fraternities I feel a little 
weird…because of all the hypermasculinity. It’s interesting because then there’s the 
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sororities there, which I’m not really sure how, because I don’t have any prior 
experiences with sororities. I just have one sorority friend, and she was in the Alliance. 
She was bi-sexual. I don’t know, and it’s, there’s so much, I feel so much heterosexuality 
there, like, like a vibe, fraternities, sororities, guys, girls, they’re all like hanging out 
together. 
Again, Sanji tied the troubling experiences with not being gay, per say, but being not masculine 
enough.  “All the hypermasculinity” makes Sanji feel “a little weird.”  
Like Sanji and Billy, Charles felt uncomfortable with fraternities on campus, particularly 
white fraternities. This issue came up as we looked through his images, one of which was Greek 
housing on campus (Figure 21).  
 Charles stated that he took the image of Greek housing because it only has one black 
Greek organization living there. The other 8 are historically white groups. He stated the 
overwhelming presence of white Greek groups is what makes him most uncomfortable.   
 When I asked specifically why he took this photo, Charles stated, “Well, because I feel 
very uncomfortable at Greek housing because I’ve noticed a lot more judgment or slanderous 
terms coming from the white fraternities and sororities.” When I asked him to speak more about 
where this discomfort comes from, he stated “I don’ know. I just have to have my guard up, 
watch how I act.”   Like numerous other participants, Charles focused on “watching how he 
acted.”  He did not want to appear to act to gay.  He did not want to express a less-than-
masculine identity for fear of retribution from the heterosexual male inhabitants.   
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Figure 21: Greek Housing, 2011 
A final example of problematic experiences navigating sexual identity and gender 
express can be seen in Ned’s struggles with gender expression in his routine movements around 
campus.  In our second interview, we reviewed an image which he took of a plaza on campus 
(Figure 22), a place which according to him was “packed throughout the day with students.”   
When I asked Ned why he took this photo, he stated “walking, the act of walking…that 
was always a little difficult for me, because you are walking in this crowd of people, and I just 
always felt like someone was watching me, someone was looking at me.”  I probed further in an 
effort to understand better what “someone was watching me” meant.  When I asked him to 
elaborate, Ned stated “I think I have a feminine walk. My hips sway when I move. When I go 
through that plaza, I’m thinking to myself, fix the walk, make it extra, extra stiff, don’t sway or 
swish.”  The simple act of walking across a campus thoroughfare was extremely complicated for 
Ned as he navigated the rigid roles of what it meant to be masculine, act masculine, and walk  
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Figure 22: Plaza on Campus, 2010 
masculine.  This experience was not tied to his gay identity on campus, but the perceived way in 
which he expressed himself in a less-than-masculine traditional gender expression.  He feared 
rejection, shame, discrimination, embarrassment each time he walked across the plaza.   
In the next section, I will discuss the fourth and final theme which this research study 
revealed.  
Classroom Climate 
The climate found in the classroom proved to be a major factor for the success and safety 
of LGBT students thus leading to the creation of a major theme within the data. Stories dealing 
with the classroom experience and the climate in these classrooms ran throughout participant 
interviews and were displayed throughout the participants’ visual images. These perceptions of 
and navigation through classroom climate were of paramount importance to their experiences as 
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gay college students. Throughout the research process, without any prompting, participants 
included conversations and experiences linked to interactions that took place in the classroom.  
Most of the stories the participants shared were positive classroom experiences, and most of 
these positive experiences were linked to faculty members who taught these classes.  From the 
beginning, it became apparent that the faculty member’s creation of either a positive and 
supportive or closed and negative classroom climate played a large part in how the participants 
responded to their professor leading to either a good or bad classroom experience.  As the 
experiences of the participants demonstrated, the classroom and the climate within must be a 
place that allows students to feel safe both physically and mentally (Glasser, 1998).   
To demonstrate the role classroom climate played in the experiences of the participants in 
this study, I divided this section by individual participant narratives.      
Charles 
Charles submitted an image of a classroom building on campus (Figure 23) which 
represented to him his experience in the classroom and the role the classroom and professor play 
in his life as an out college student.  Rather than take a picture of an individual classroom, he 
captured an image of the entrance to the main classroom building on campus.  
When discussing why he took this photo, Charles stated “the classroom is a place where I 
have always felt comfortable.”  When I asked him what made him feel comfortable in the 
classroom, he stated: 
It really started freshmen year. I had a wonderful teacher, Nat Williams for English. We 
had discussions on everything from the very calm to the wild. And it was just, it was fine, 
because she would let everyone express their own view. Everyone had their own view, 
people had contradicting views so views were debated.  But there was never a moment 
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where I felt like I was being attacked. I think it was the way, the way a lot of professors 
handle class discussions.  
 In the focus group Charles expanded more of the importance of having a professor who 
forces the class to keep an open mind. To Charles, ensuring open discussion is a key element in 
classroom management. He recalled an experience from a high school classroom led by one of 
his favorite high school teachers, Mr. Bailey.  He stated:  
Mr. Bailey taught me in literature and he was one teacher in high school I felt very 
comfortable with. He’s one of the reasons why I chose English as my major because he 
truly would be like, regardless of what we are going to study…keep in mind in terms of 
literature, you have to respect other’s opinions and interpretations. We were reading  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 23: Classroom Building, 2011 
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Huckleberry Finn, and he went through all the derogatory names for Black people. He 
stated you can read it, but you cannot use it in class. You cannot be offensive but you can 
be open. For me, I felt very safe in his class 
 After hearing his descriptions of class and the faculty’s role, I wanted to know more 
about why he felt safe in these two examples. To probe further, I asked Charles if ground rules 
were importance for class, meaning rules that governed class conversation which respected 
everyone’s opinions and encouraged varying view points.  He stated that ground rules were very 
important and ground rules “are necessary because we haven’t got the education yet as 
freshmen…so I do feel like when you’re younger, ground rules are necessary.”   
Kacy spoke very eloquently about his experiences with faculty in the classroom and how 
they played an important role in being out and feeling safe on campus.  Also, Kacy expanded 
more on Charles’s thoughts around ground rules.  
Kacy 
During his first interview, when I asked him to describe things that are important to him 
as an out LGBT college student, the first thing he stated was “one of the biggest things is 
knowing that I have the support of most of my professors.”  This statement opened the door to 
have him describe what role the classroom and professors play in his college experience.  Kacy 
shared many things and one very important thing he stated, which was seconded throughout the 
time with him and all other participants, was “professors who do not push his opinions one way 
or another.”    
To find out more about how he knew he had the support of his professors, I asked Kacy 
to describe a classroom environment which illustrated this support and what role the professor 
played.  Kacy stated: 
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Well, the first thing. I mean on the very first day of class and even in her syllabus and 
everything else she said, “we’re going to be talking about a very sensitive topic, and I 
want everyone to know that respect is the most important thing in this classroom.” She 
listed out several things, whether it be for religion, whether it be for, yada, yada, 
yada…and every classroom time, she reinforced those, maybe not by specifically saying 
them; but if someone were to act up or say something inappropriate, she calls them on it 
right away. She’s always on top of everything; she’s a very nice person…when someone 
says something inappropriate, she would say something along the line of, “that’s not 
necessarily right” or “maybe we shouldn’t say that, that can be a little offensive” but 
she’s not mean about it; but at the same time, she doesn’t let people off the hook.  
 Like Charles, what made the classroom experience safe and enjoyable for Kacy was the 
professor setting ground rules of acceptable classroom behavior and informing the class that the 
classroom was a safe space for all students and when a student(s) infringed on that safe space the 
professor would hold the infringer accountable. After I asked Kacy if he thought the notion of 
ground rules was important for class, he thought that “ground rules were a necessity for an open 
classroom environment.” After I introduced the concept of ground rules to Kacy, he went on to 
describe another positive experience with another professor and incorporated ground rules into 
his own interpretations of what makes a positive campus environment. He stated:  
I have Dr. Daniels who isn’t like, old old, but she’s up there. And she is so like, you must 
be respectful, you must be this, this, and that. These are ground rules. You do not break 
these ground rules. 
Kacy actually took a visual image of Dr. Daniel’s class; but due to a technological issue, it is not 
included in this document.  
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 During the focus group, another participant’s comments regarding the classroom 
experience got Kacy thinking further about his experiences in the classroom and the role 
professors played. He shared:  
In a lot of classes I’m not used to professors and people who are authoritative figures 
above me, being so open and accepting, so I’m always in that defunct mode where you 
always have to be careful what you say and don’t come out too quickly and yada, yada, 
yada. But having so many professors be like look…this is a safe space. You know you 
can talk about anything. You should not try to offend anyone. We come from different 
backgrounds. We’re going to be talking about religion. We’re going to be talking about 
this and that, don’t take offense you know, whether it be, whatever.  
 Other participants had similar stories of how faculty and the classrooms they teach in  
 
played an important role in the out gay student’s college experience.  
 
Sanji 
 
 In the second interview, Sanji and I reviewed the images he took and one of the images 
was of a friend in one of his favorite classes (Figure 24). When I asked Sanji about the picture, 
he told me it captured two meanings. One was the importance of having straight allies in his 
classes (focus of the picture), and the second was having classes where he could be open about 
being gay.  One of his best friends who was straight was in a class where he felt comfortable and 
safe being out in class. When I asked what role the professor played in making him feel 
comfortable, Sanji stated:  
Oh, definitely, umm, one of my favorite classes was my English 1102 class, cause my 
professor was so liberal, umm because like also my World Literature class. I took honors 
World Literature with Ian Thornton and umm, a lot of the books that we read talked  
106 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 24: Classroom and Sanji’s Friend, 2010 
about homosexual undertones and I can totally see that being a bad situation. All of the 
students could be talking about homosexuality in a negative way I could see the 
professor, like, umm, accepting it and not saying anything but, like, these professors were 
very unbiased about homosexuality and if anyone were to say anything negative they 
would say “Hey I don’t agree with you” so I definitely think that professors play a role in 
like how people are perceived in their class. Umm, so my professor, he’s very accepting 
and he’s very liberal. 
 Like Charles and Kacy, Sanji told his story of professors who are “open minded” and 
“unbiased.” Sanji described professors who set ground rules and hold students accountable when 
those ground rules are broken.  In addition, Sanji talked about professors who include 
homosexual related material within the course curriculum, making LGBT topics not only a part 
of class discussion but also the main focus of the discussion.  Though he did not take a picture of 
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a class, Matthew spoke of his positive experiences in the classroom and his belief that a 
professor directly talking about LGBT issues greatly increases feelings of safety and security for 
out gay students.  
Matthew  
 In my first interview with Matthew, I asked him to describe what is important to him 
about being an out gay college student on campus. He talked about many things, but one topic he 
introduced was his interactions with faculty.  Like many other participants, he stated “they 
[referring to faculty] are just completely like encouraging and supportive.”  When asked to give 
an example of what “encouraging and supportive” looked like, Matthew talked about his 
interpersonal psychology class. Matthew stated:  
Like, my psychology professor for this semester on the first day of class. The class is 
about intimate relationships in psychology. She made the point of saying…if we’re going 
to be working together; I need you all to know that whatever you say should not offend 
anyone regardless of gender, sexual orientation, and other stuff. She went through the 
book, and she was like I like this book, but it could focus more on gay and lesbian 
relationships. So, I felt encouraged to ask her after class, so, should I feel comfortable 
sharing my experiences. She was like of course, definitely, don’t even hesitate. If she 
hadn’t done that, I would just feel like, oh, better leave out those pronouns when I’m 
talking. Don’t share this. Don’t share that, you know?  
Again, Matthew’s professor laid clear ground rules for the class of what is acceptable and 
unacceptable classroom behavior. In addition, she went a step further and brought attention to the 
lack of information on LGBT relationships in the class text book. This simple comment went a 
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long way in assisting Matthew to feel comfortable and safe in this classroom environment, 
something that carried throughout all the participant interviews.  
  Matthew returned to his interpersonal psychology class later in the interview. He talked 
about the attention his professor paid to heteronormative actions in the classroom, attention not 
lost on him.  Matthew stated:  
The teacher made it very clear from day one that she will not have her students thinking 
in a completely hetero-normative mindset. She constantly corrects students when they use 
examples of only heterosexual couples. She is always reminding everyone that everyone 
in the classroom is not heterosexual. I feel extremely open with anything and everything I 
say in that class.  
During our final interview together, Matthew informed me that he wanted to take a 
picture of a classroom but “could never find the right time or empty classroom.” However, I 
think his words went far in painting a picture of why the classroom experience was meaningful.  
Like Matthew and other participants, Eddie took several pictures which represented the 
classroom environment for him and the role this space played in the life of an out college 
student.  Like Charles, rather than taking a photo of an actual classroom, he took a picture of a 
classroom building where he had many classes.  
Eddie 
 Like other participants, Eddie took numerous pictures of buildings on campus where he 
had classes. One specific image was of the College of Business where Eddie was a student 
(Figure 25).  When I asked Eddie why he took this picture, he stated “that is where I have most 
of my classes. So I’d say I feel safe there. Because that’s where I do most of my learning.”  
When I asked Eddie why he felt safe there, he stated “that is where my classes are and I like all  
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Figure 25: College of Business, 2011 
of my professors.” When I asked Eddie, why he liked his professors he had a very interesting 
answer. Eddie stated:  
You know, they [referring to professors] make the safety in the classroom environment. 
Having them there to make it a safe environment.  For example, I think it’s generally; it’s 
up to them how they present themselves. And I think, showing a sense of I don’t know, 
by their mannerisms and how they treat the classroom environment. If it’s more of a 
discussion class, a lot of times they’ll say, this is an open space. Just like with other 
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things. You have rules for the environment. I think the more they do that, the more safe it 
makes the environment for constant dialogue.  
Eddie again highlighted the crucial role of professors and the environment they created in 
the classroom. Pulling from the stories shared by the participants in this study, the classroom 
experience was of paramount importance to the lives of gay college students; and as revealed in 
the many interviews, the leader in this classroom experience was the faculty member who could 
make or break the fundamental practice of college student behavior, class attendance. 
As a final example of the unique classroom challenges faced by LGBT students, Charles 
and Matthew shared two separate stories, one positive and one negative, that highlighted the 
perpetual struggles plaguing LGBT students.  
In our second interview, Charles shared an experience he had in his freshmen English 
class. The class was discussing a specific poem that the professor assigned to the class to read.  
In class discussion, the professor purposefully talked about the subtle gay undertones which the 
author of the poem interjected into his work.  After stating the gay undertone comment, the 
professor then encouraged open conversation on the gay themed topic. This conversation had a 
very positive impact on Charles, so much so that he felt comfortable enough to focus his 
response paper on the gay content, outing himself in the process.  The professor’s openness to 
and discussion of LGBT issues gave Charles the confidence to engage with the gay content of 
the poem, and in addition, out himself to the professor, both big steps.   
In contrast, Matthew shared a story of an assignment which he had for his Spanish class 
where he had to complete an online dating questionnaire in Spanish.  Matthew struggled with the 
assignment, unsure whether to complete the questionnaire using same-sex terminology (which 
reflected his true sexual orientation), or to complete the assignment using heteronormative 
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language.  Matthew initially completed the assignment using same sex language. However, at the 
last minute, Matthew decided to change the language to reflect a heterosexual dating 
relationship. When I asked Matthew why he did this, he stated, “there is just always an 
uncertainty…I’ll just change myself, rather than just throwing it out there and then feeling 
awkward.”  Matthew wasn’t sure how the professor would react to his gay themed assignment 
and was not ready to out himself because of his “uncertainty” of what this outing might cost him.   
Charles’s professor encouraged open conversation about gay issues and responded 
positively to the “gay angle” of the poem.  The climate set by the faculty member made Charles 
feel safe enough to open-up and engage with the gay material in the assignment. However, 
Matthew was not clear on the climate of the classroom or the professor to the positive acceptance 
of  LGBT issues, thus leading him to continue the use of heteronormative language for the fear 
of reprisal from his professor or fellow classmates.  
Conclusion  
 Throughout the course of this study, I was continually amazed by the openness and 
honesty of the research participants.  Through their words and images, the participants painted a 
vivid portrait of the unique experiences of the LGBT college student.  These unique experiences 
could be understood better in the context of the four themes revealed in this study.  The presence 
of what I call LGBT’ness on campus was of great importance to the LGBT college student 
experience. In addition, all participants expressed a strong need for LGBT students to find a 
connection to and involvement with campus through clubs, organizations, offices, etc.   
Furthermore, this study explored the intersections of sexual identity and gender expression and 
how coping with what it meant to be masculine and gay became  problematic when interacting 
with heterosexual men and  navigating through traditional masculine places and spaces on 
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campus.  Finally, the classroom climate and the role that faculty members played in creating a 
supportive  climate for LGBT students was of major importance to the out LGBT college 
student.  
 In the final chapter, I will take what was learned from my research and provide insight 
into the research questions which guided my study. In addition, I make policy recommendations 
and offer practical advice on what colleges and universities can do to create an inclusive and 
secure space for LGBT students to excel both inside and outside of the classroom. I conclude 
with limitations of my research study and ideas for areas of future research.   
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CHAPTER 5 
SUMMARY OF RESULTS 
 This research study provided a comprehensive examination of the experiences of 9 gay 
and bisexual, male college students.  Numerous things were learned from examining how these 
young men navigated campus, balancing their gay identities with everyday concerns of college 
life.  Not only are LGBT students faced with the traditional conflicts and challenges of college 
life, but in addition they have to navigate these experiences with the added context of being out 
and gay. This study clearly outlined many challenges facing gay and male bisexual students. 
However, the research also revealed that LGBT students are resilient and face these challenges 
with grace and finesse, relying on coping mechanisms that are honed from many years of 
maneuvering in the heterosexual normed world.  
In this final chapter, I will discuss the major findings of this research study and provide 
answers to the “so what” question. Why does this research make a difference? What has been 
learned from conducting this study and how can the research findings be applied to practice? 
How can change take place on college campuses to improve the experiences for LGBT college 
students? This “making a difference” and “creating a change” focus is in direct accord to this 
study’s critical approach. In the spirit of critical research, I want to ensure that the stories told in 
this study do not end with the completion of this manuscript. I want this small, but important, 
research study to contribute to and link with other research studies currently available in the 
literature. I believe current and future scholars can use what was revealed here to amplify the 
voices and deepen the impact of LGBT individuals both on college campuses and in all areas of 
society.  I want what was learned in this study to be a dynamic force that can be used for the 
further liberation and betterment of all LGBT people in society, not just LGBT college students.  
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To discuss the results of this study, I divided this chapter into six sections. The first 
section focuses on insight that was gained on the research questions posed at the beginning of the 
research journey and which served as guiding forces throughout the research process.  The 
second section articulates how LGBT students are bombarded with daily microaggressions (see 
Solórzano et al., 2000) similar to those faced by other minorities on college campuses and in 
society at large. In the third section, I provide policy recommendations and practical advice on 
what colleges and universities can do to provide a better college experience for LGBT college 
students. Both small and large changes must be incorporated into routine policies and practices 
to better serve the LGBT student population.  The fourth section focuses on the limitations of 
this study. As in all research, boundaries and limitations occur. However, in being reflexive and 
transparent with these limitations, I can improve the trustworthiness of the data collected and 
keep the integrity of the research study intact. In the fifth section, I provide insight into 
possibilities for future research. Like all research studies, the discovery process produces 
numerous new questions that are important and should be explored in future scholarly pursuits. 
This research study produced many of those questions which may lead to fruitful areas of new 
research.  During the sixth and final section, I provide final thoughts on the overall process and 
concluding remarks. 
Research Questions  
The research questions that launched this scholarly journey served as beneficial guides 
throughout the research process.   The research questions are again: 
1) What is the college experience like for an individual who identifies as an 
 
out gay or male bisexual student?  
 
 
 
115 
 
 
2) What does safety mean to an individual who identifies as an out gay or male bisexual  
 
student?  
 
3) How does an individual navigate staying safe as an out gay or male bisexual student? 
During the course of the research study, the second and third research questions morphed 
into one basic question regarding safety.  Most of the participants found it hard to give a precise 
definition of what the terms safety and/or staying safe meant to them specifically (question two). 
Yet, they did an extremely good job of documenting what feeling safe and staying safe looked 
like (question three) by using examples such as:  knowing there was a presence of LGBT’ness on 
campus or getting involved with the Alliance for Sexual and Gender Diversity. Ultimately, 
questions two and three became a sub-question under the first research question which asked 
participants to describe their out college experience. Feeling safe, being safe, and staying safe 
became one crucial aspect of their overall college experience.    
The metamorphosis of the research questions only improved the quality of the research 
study as I analyzed in detail all interviews, pictures and researcher journals.  To gain insight into 
what was learned from the research questions, I utilized the lens of each of the four research 
themes which served as the foundation for Chapter 4.  As a reminder, the research themes 
outlined in Chapter 4 were: 
1) The presence of LGTB’ness is integral to the LGBT student experience.  
2) Being involved and feeling connected to campus serves as a pivotal component of  
 the LGBT student experience.  
3) Navigating masculinity is complicated given traditional gender roles.  
4) Classroom climate is a major factor for the success and safety of LGBT students.   
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Presence of LGBT’ness  
 A major factor in the overall college experience for LGBT students was the importance 
of having a presence of LGBT life on campus, a sense of “LGBT’ness.”  As outlined by the 
research participants, this LGBT’ness came in many forms.  From offices and organizations to 
programs and peers, various components of campus life created an awareness and visibility of 
the LGBT’ness of the campus and served as important acknowledgment to the presence of 
LGBT student life.   All participants spoke of the Alliance for Sexual and Gender Diversity on 
campus. The mere existence of this organization on campus played an invaluable role in the 
participants’ experiences. In addition, the visibility of other out students on campus was another 
extremely important component of LGBT presence on campus. From same sex students holding 
hands to out gay students in senior level leadership positions, these somewhat subtle occurrences 
were of the utmost importance to the participants’ college experience as being out and gay. 
Furthermore, the inclusion of LGBT’ness in remarks shared by the university president at 
Freshman Convocation was another example of its significance. During his speech, the president 
included sexual orientation in a list of many other social identities that the institution respected 
and honored. This small inclusion of LGBT terminology made a substantial impact on at least 
one of the over 2,000 new freshmen students sitting in attendance at that Convocation program.  
 In participant interviews, the role the presence of LGBT’ness played in the students’ 
lives went beyond merely describing the basic everyday experience of an out college student.  
This presence surfaced as a core value held deeply important by all participants.  At the 
conclusion of our second interview, Ned stated that “I just have to see it” in reference to “seeing” 
LGBT life on campus, a sentiment running through the entire research study.  This presence of 
LGBT’ness served as a validation of the participants’ importance and inclusion on campus and 
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placed them on equal footing with all members of the university community, including those 
students, staff, and faculty who identified as heterosexual.   
In addition, the presence of LGBT’ness on campus improved the participants’ sense of 
safety and security on campus which directly connected to the original second and third research 
questions. Many participants defined safety as knowing that there were other LGBT students on 
campus and being able to see that presence on a daily basis.  Feelings of isolation and loneliness, 
which many participants described as part of their high school experience, were decreased and in 
most cases eliminated as participants, for the first time, found others who were like them, 
gleefully connecting them with a community on campus who could understand and relate to 
them.  The feelings of isolation and loneliness in high school ran directly proportional to the 
increased feelings of insecurity they struggled with. Conversely, the increased feeling of 
community and a visible presence of LGBT’ness at college led to increased feelings of safety 
and security, both vital to the LGBT student’s positive college experience.   
Involvement and Connection to Campus  
 The static presence of LGBT’ness on campus was transformed into an active engagement 
with and connection to campus as the research study progressed and more participants shared 
their stories.   Kacy stated in his first interview, “it was important to me to find a community on 
campus, a community where I could feel safe.” Many participants spoke of the importance of 
finding this community on campus and connecting to and getting involved with it. This process 
served an important function for each individual as an out gay student.   
 All participants in the study connected to campus in some way.  Though they were not 
specifically asked, “did you purposefully connect to campus?” or “why did you become involved 
on campus?” participants demonstrated through their interviews and images that this connection 
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was undoubtedly important and served as a clear representation of their overall college 
experience.    
 Realizing that these connections were of paramount importance, I pondered what was 
happening here. Why did these out, gay students feel they had to connect or get involved on 
campus?  After careful consideration, two concepts emerged, one relating directly to the second 
and third research questions and the other running subtly throughout the entire research project.  
 First, connections served as a means for students to increase their sense of security and 
safety on campus.  Often, when participants spoke of clubs they were involved in or 
organizations they joined, one motivating factor for this involvement was either directly or 
indirectly related to an attempt to increase their feelings of security as it related to being out and 
gay on campus. This is demonstrated by Kacy’s quote above. In addition, this was apparent 
through James’s conversations and images of the Progressive Student Alliance, Ned’s images of 
the peer health educators, and Corey’s conversations about the orientation team. These 
connections made by the participants served as a safe space on campus where they could be their 
out selves without fear of harassment or prejudice from other students.  
 In addition to connecting as a means of staying safe, this involvement with and 
connection to campus served as means of self-empowerment for the participants in the study.   
As mentioned earlier, many of the participants had difficult high school experiences.  These 
tumultuous pre-college years left many participants insecure and emotionally raw, feeling 
powerless to control the life that was happening to them. However, as many of them left their 
high school days behind and entered college, they found, often for the first time, that they were 
in control of their lives and the experiences, both positive and negative, that affected them. Much 
of this sense of control came as they connected more to campus and became involved with both 
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LGBT and non-LGBT related organizations.  They became self-empowered as they joined the 
Alliance or attended the drag show or joined the orientation team.  They became more self-
assured as they connected with groups and organizations that were accepting of them as an out 
gay or bisexual individual.  As each participant connected in some way to campus, their 
confidence grew, their sense of security increased, and they became more self-empowered, 
feeling that they were in control of their own destinies.  
Connection to and involvement with campus served as an integral component to the 
LGBT student’s college experience. These connections served to increase feelings of safety and 
security and also served as means for the participants to become more self-empowered and self-
confident members of the campus community.   
Intersection of sexual identity and gender expression  
 All participants spoke at some time during the research process of navigating their way 
through and between their gay identities and what it meant to express theses identities in terms of 
masculinity and femininity. This navigational process became extremely difficult for many 
participants in the study. After extensive analysis, it seemed that this difficult process stemmed 
not from the participants’ gay identities, but more so their perceived expressions of these 
identities as being less than masculine.  Their perceived lack of acceptable masculine identities 
left the participants feeling extremely insecure and often unsafe which tied directly in with the 
second and third research questions.  A foundational principle discovered in this study was one 
gay identity equated to a non-masculine identity and a heterosexual identity equated to a 
masculine identity. It was because of this foundational principle that the intersection of sexual 
identity and gender expression became so troubling for the participants.  This troubled 
intersection became apparent in two ways.  
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First, it became clear that many of the images the participants captured centered around 
and were emblematic of the gay male/straight male interaction.  When questioned about these 
interactions and images, a sense of anxiety, fear, and insecurities developed as the participants 
discussed relationships and interactions with their straight male peers.  Most research 
participants perceived straight men to be very intolerant and opposed to men who were gay or 
bisexual. However, it was less the gay identity that heterosexual men were opposed to, but more 
the perceived less than masculine attributes that came along with this non-heterosexual identity.   
These tumultuous relationships with heterosexual men stretched back into the junior high 
and high school years, often coming from a lifetime of enduring harassment, discrimination, and 
abuse (both physical and emotional) from their heterosexual male peers.  Charles shared an 
example of this when he described his high school experience, stating “guys would push me up 
against lockers proving they wanted to be alpha dog…some of them would come and try to 
engage in sexual acts with me.”  Charles use of “alpha dog” described a sense of over-the-top 
masculinity, heterosexuality equaling masculinity, equaling better than or superior to a gay 
identity.  Corey stated that he never felt comfortable around other straight guys in high school.  
These experiences in their early and high school years left lasting, often hurtful, impressions on 
the participants and made navigating their gay identities and perceived less-than-masculine 
gender expressions as an anxiety filled hurdle in their interactions with straight males.  
In our conversations together, Ned spoke emotionally about past experiences. He shared 
that “straight guys degrade and talk about gay men and talk about their uncomfortableness 
around them and whenever there is a gay man around them all they are gonna do is ogle them 
and stare at them and try to rape them.”  These tumultuous experiences directly related to the 
question of safety and security.  This single phenomenon proved to create the most insecure and 
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unsafe environment for the participants in this study.  Overall, the participants felt very secure 
and safe throughout their entire college experience, but the navigation of sexual identity and 
gender expression and what this meant in heterosexual male interactions caused much distress 
among the participants.  
Though the participants discussed many challenges in this area, there were stories of hope 
and change shared as well.  What seemed to assist the participants most in overcoming their fears 
and challenges with straight men included additional positive interactions and experiences which 
assisted them in coming to the realization that although some straight men were intolerant and 
homophobic, there are those who are open and accepting to interactions and experiences with 
gay men no matter their identities or expressions.  Kacy described feeling safe with his “straight 
man” Carl. Kacy’s positive relationship with Carl decreased his overall anxiety level in 
interacting with other straight men.  Also, Ned described his getting to know and become close 
friends with a group of straight men.  Again, this positive experience with straight men proved to 
be very empowering for Ned and assisted him in overcoming deep-seated insecurities related to 
straight male interaction. This meeting and overcoming his fears with straight men proved to be a 
life changing experience for Ned.  Both of these experiences stemmed from the gay student 
feeling comfortable enough to express all aspects of their identities, no matter the perception of 
how masculine and/or feminine these expressions were, and still have their heterosexual peers 
accept them in their totality.  
Second, the participants were left feeling extremely insecure in places and spaces they 
perceived as being hypermasculine. Two places that were described by the participants were the 
Recreation Center and Greek Housing.   Their perceived notions that their gay identities made 
them less-than-masculine led to great trepidation when entering spaces that were perceived as 
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having a hyper-masculine vibe.  Like interactions with heterosexual men, navigation through 
perceived masculine exclusive spaces led to extreme feelings of insecurity and lack of safety 
than any other area of the research study.  
These spaces that have been historically understood as having a neutral or equal access 
climate (i.e., Recreation Center or Greek Housing) need to be closely examined to determine if 
they truly are open to all.  The notion of neutrality of campus space needs to be troubled.  This 
study revealed that the spaces traditional campus structures and locations inhabit are understood 
through a heteronormative framework. When these spaces and places are revaluated through the 
LGBT student experience and LGBT student lens, the notion of neutrality becomes much more 
complicated and a need for further examination becomes much clearer.      
Classroom Climate  
Almost all participants either took pictures of (or mentioned at some point that they 
wanted to take pictures of) a classroom space. In initial interviews with all participants, they 
were asked to capture images of people, places, spaces that represented their experience as an 
out, LGBT student on campus. The classroom was given as one of many examples of what these 
images might be. However, this space proved to resonate deeply with all study participants.  
The research clearly revealed that the classroom and the climate set by faculty members 
who led these academic experiences had a strong impact on the participants in this study. With a 
basic assumption that students are in college to obtain an education, the question becomes where 
does this education begin? Traditionally, this education begins in the classroom and is guided by 
a faculty member.  With this assumption in place, it should come as no surprise that the 
classroom experience was important to the study’s participants.  However, these experiences 
served as unique challenges to the LGBT community on campus, challenges not faced by their 
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heterosexual peers.  What makes these challenges unique was tied directly to the second and 
third research questions, the idea of staying safe on campus and specifically staying safe in the 
classroom environment. 
Throughout the study, participants conveyed their concerns about the ability to be out and 
open in class without fear of discrimination or retribution from the faculty member or other 
students in the class if it were discovered they were gay or bisexual.  Thus, safety in the 
classroom could be seen more in terms of openness and inclusiveness versus fear of physical 
harm.  Depending upon the environment of the classroom, set by the faculty member, 
participants in the study could feel more or less comfortable in being out and open about their 
sexual orientation.  The more that a participant perceived a classroom environment that was open 
to multiple perspectives and valued multiple opinions, the more likely the participant was to be 
open about and more comfortable with being out in that classroom.   
 How is this sense of openness and inclusiveness achieved in the classroom? An important 
contributing factor to this achievement is the classroom climate created by the faculty member. 
For example, many participants in the study noted the importance of the creation of ground rules 
at the beginning of the semester. These ground rules were policies specifically outlined by the 
professor who stated that in his or her classroom multiple viewpoints would be expressed and 
encouraged and that everyone in the classroom would treat each other with respect and dignity. 
This act created a safe climate where learning could be achieved by everyone. Numerous 
participants discussed varying forms of ground rules that were instituted by their respective 
professors. In addition to ground rules, participants disclosed that when these ground rules were 
broken, it was very important for faculty members to hold violators responsible, ensuring the 
safe space of the classroom was not routinely ruptured by homophobic speech.  This was 
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highlighted by Matthew when he spoke of one of his professors who “always reminds people in 
the classroom that not everyone in the classroom is heterosexual…[she] will not let her students 
think in a completely heteronormative mindset.”  In addition, it was important for participants to 
see faculty members actively bring the LGBT perspective into classroom conversation, 
specifically interjecting it into the discussion. When a classroom environment was seen as 
inclusive and open to the LGBT perspective, the participants were much more likely to open up 
about who they were and not have to worry about hiding their sexual orientation. This was seen 
in a classroom story told by Charles’s in Chapter 4.  Charles’s professor was open to and 
engaged with the gay content of a class assignment, thus creating a climate where Charles felt 
comfortable enough to be open about his sexual orientation. 
 The responses that participants received from faculty and their fellow classmates, if they 
were open and honest about their sexual orientation, continually plagued the individuals in the 
study.  They asked themselves questions. Should I out myself to my professor and the classroom 
and feel awkward? If I bring up gay issues in class, will the professor or class think I am gay? 
These questions routinely ran through LGBT students’ minds, creating a classroom full of 
uncertainties and unknowns and difficult decisions that must be made on a daily basis. To 
alleviate these concerns, the classroom environment must be one that was open and inclusive of 
multiple viewpoints and accepting of multiple identities including those of the LGBT student.  
Microaggressions and LGBT Students 
 This study revealed that LGBT college students are confronted daily with challenges, 
decisions, choices, experiences that must be continually worked through to safely navigate the 
college landscape.  What this study revealed was many of these challenges are linked to daily 
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microaggressions that permeate through multiple layers of the college experience for LGBT 
students.  
 The concept of microaggression is grounded in the theoretical construct of critical race 
theory (CRT). Historically, CRT was initiated by legal scholars who discussed the historical 
implications and social construction of race as it related to legal studies; however, the scope of 
CRT has expanded from its origins in legal studies to other areas of study including education 
and sociology (Taylor, 1998).  A core principle of CRT is “racism is endemic to American life” 
(Howard-Hamilton, 2003, p. 22).  Furthermore, CRT scholars conclude that people of color will 
always be subjected to racist behavior by the dominant group.  A mechanism which is utilized by 
the dominant group to oppress the minority group and maintain the racist power structure is the 
phenomenon of microaggressions.  Microaggressions are defined by Solórzano et al. (2000) as 
the “subtle and covert ways that racism manifest itself…subtle insults (verbal, nonverbal and/or 
visual) directed toward people of color, often automatically or unconsciously” (p. 60).  Many of 
these comments are based on racist, classist, and/or sexist stereotypes, and as outlined by Pierce 
(1974) continual exposure to these comments can have disastrous effects.  
 With an in depth understanding of its origins in critical race theory, the definition and use 
of microaggressions can be expanded from its origins in critical race theory to include its 
utilization in the maintenance of homophobic and heterosexist power structures.   Somewhat 
similar to the experiences of people of color (thought different in history and type), LGBT 
individuals are subjected daily to subtle (and not so subtle) microaggressions which are used to 
oppress and discriminate against this minority group.  LGBT college students are not exempt 
from the harmful effects of microaggressions.  My use of the concept, however, is not meant to 
minimize this country’s history of slavery and institutionalized racism. While LGBT people have 
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been subject to brutal hate crimes and discrimination, some might argue that their sexual 
identities are less easily determined than someone’s skin color. My use of the term is intended to 
highlight the fact that LGBT college students are subject to heteronormative microaggressions 
and is not intended to deter from the term’s usefulness in naming racist microaggressions.  
 Through the participants’ experiences, this study revealed that they were direct targets of 
subtle microaggressions on a daily basis. Given that the campus climate privileged 
heterosexuality, participants worked diligently to actively manage their identities. From fearing 
their walk across campus would be perceived as feminine to deciding if they should out 
themselves to their professors, the participants actively negotiated ways they presented 
themselves.  Numerous participants offered statements such as: “can’t act too gay,” “have to 
keep my guard up,” “should I out myself,” “I’m not a good-ole-boy,” “can’t be myself here,” 
“wasn’t sure how my roommate would react.”  The need to manage one’s identity is in response 
to a daily barrage of microaggressions; examples include being presumed heterosexual which 
forces a continual coming out process to outright homophobia (e.g., anti-gay demonstrations on 
campus). Similar to the work of famous sociologist Erving Goffman (1963), participants had to 
respond to and cope with the social stigmas which are attached to a non-heterosexual identity. 
Throughout the interviews and interactions with participants, it was found that LGBT 
students struggled to navigate the routine microaggressions which faced them.   Not only did the 
participants deal with everyday college life, they also navigated through these everyday 
occurrences in a sea of perpetual microaggression.    Heterosexual students are often times freed 
from the burden of direct attack by microaggressions as it relates to their sexuality.   Their world 
was one of heteronormativity where they are the norm. They made the rules and did not have to 
suffer the consequences when the rules of the heterosexual standard were broken.  They walked 
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across campus freely. They spoke of their boyfriend, girlfriend, partner freely.  They did not 
need a presence of straightness on campus to feel safe or connect to campus to feel secure.  They 
did not fear joining a fraternity.  They did not have to be concerned with using same sex 
pronouns when completing an assignment for class. Knowingly or unknowingly, they were free 
from the daily microaggressions which LGBT students struggle with and are subjected to.  
However, these same heterosexual students may have endured microaggressions due to various 
other minority social group identities which they hold. Microaggressions serve as an equal 
opportunity discriminator and are utilized by the dominant group to oppress and suppress 
multiple minority groups including sexual identity, race, gender, class, (dis) ability, religion, etc.   
Policy Recommendations 
 Colleges and universities can make institutions of higher education more open and 
inclusive for students who identify as LGBT. Informed by the results of this critical qualitative 
research and supported by additional scholarship, I have included a list of policy 
recommendations that if adopted can assist in creating a safe(r), more inclusive space for LGBT 
students on campus. I want to provide practical advice that can make the college experience 
better for LGBT college students, with the creation of a more socially just environment serving 
as a foundational principle of this critical research.  
 Creation and Promotion of LGBT’ness on Campus—Colleges and universities have to be 
purposeful in the presence of LGBT life on campus.  As found in this study and 
supported by additional research (see Wall & Evans, 2000; Renn, 2010), the presence of 
programs, organizations, offices, role-models (both student and staff/faculty), are of great 
importance to both the overall safe and enjoyable experience for LGBT students.  This 
creation and promotion can come in many forms. A minor but effective way is simply 
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including sexual orientation and gender identity/expression on the list of identities 
protected and honored on campus (both when spoken of and written about at all 
institutional levels). Many participants in the study spoke of having inclusive language 
used at all levels and all arenas of the university.  When LGBT language was present on 
campus, participants felt they mattered on campus. Scholar Nancy Schlossberg (1989) 
spent many years exploring the concept of mattering and the importance of college 
students feeling they matter.  Her work explored how a lack of sense of mattering can 
lead to feelings of marginalization “especially for members of nondominate groups on 
campus” (p. 31). Schlossberg calls on institutions of higher education “to help  students 
feel that they matter” (p. 32). With a firm commitment to creating a LGBT friendly 
campus climate, many institutions are creating offices of LGBT student services that 
have a primary mission of supporting and assisting the LGBT student community on 
campus and educating the campus community on issues related to LGBT’ness. With the 
creation of an office of this nature, other programs which are important to the LGBT’ness 
of a campus can find a permanent home such as student clubs/organizations associated 
with the LGBT community and also programs such as Safe Zone and Safe Space which 
were mentioned in this study as important and supported by additional research (see 
Evans, 2002) 
 Training of Faculty on LGBT Inclusiveness—The climate in the classroom towards 
LGBT individuals was found to be of paramount importance to the participants in this 
study. Similar to the findings of previous research studies (see  DeSurra & Church, 
1994), the creation of either a positive or negative climate was due in large part to the 
role played by the leader of the classroom the faculty member. Realizing the vast 
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responsibility that faculty members have in creating an environment that is welcome and 
inclusive for all students, all faculty members should be educated on how they can create 
a safe classroom environment for their LGBT students.  This training should include 
elements of basic awareness which make faculty aware that they do indeed have students 
who identify as non-heterosexual and these students often times come in to the classroom 
with feelings of anxiety and apprehension stemming from their LGBT identity and the 
fear of rejection and discrimination that is often attributed to this non-heterosexual 
identity.  Not only do faculty members need to be made aware that they have LGBT 
students learning in their classroom, but also they should set ground rules for the classes 
they teach. These rules recognize the diversity of thought and identity in the class and 
encourage the active participation and voicing of opinions by all members of the class.  
Finally, faculty members should be trained on the use of non-heteronormative, inclusive 
speech, assignments, readings, textbooks etc.  Subtle changes could have a huge impact 
for LGBT students including: 1) using same sex couples when setting up a story or word 
problem, 2) challenging students when they use heteronormative language, 3) including 
LGBT authors, articles, movies, themes into class assignments and acknowledging the 
LGBT connection. These are just a few examples of how faculty can create a safe(r) 
classroom environment in which they teach and all students can learn.   
 Dialogue Experience between Gay and Straight Men—The problematic relationship 
between gay and straight men resonated throughout this research study.  This was not 
only attributed to the navigation of the gay v. straight sexual identity, but  often times was 
more problematic when navigating the expression of what it meant to be masculine and 
act masculine. To assist in creating open communication between these two groups, 
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colleges should create purposeful and meaningful dialogue experiences between gay and 
straight men.  The University of Michigan developed the Intergroup Dialogue program 
with a mission to “explore social group identity, conflict, community, and social justice.” 
(website, http://www.igr.umich.edu/courses/dialogues/information).  The dialogue 
program developed at the University of Michigan can be modified and adopted by other 
colleges and universities across the nation with an intent to create dialogue and facilitate 
learning between groups with documented conflict and inability to communicate with and 
understand each other. This study has documented this conflict and a structured dialogue 
experience could decrease the amount of anxiety and insecurity that gay men experience, 
thus improving their college experience and creating a safe space for them to learn and 
grow as students and individuals.  These dialogues between gay and straight men should 
also focus on the concept of masculinity and what it means to be and act masculine and 
also the notion of masculine spaces on campus.   The expression of gender and perceived 
hyper-masculine gendered spaces proved to be extremely problematic for the participants 
in this study and much would be gained from conversations that focus on the 
intersections of sexual identity and gender expression. Questions which could be 
explored in these dialogues might include: Why does gay mean not masculine? or What 
makes a space hyper-masculine?   Finally, much would be gained by the expansion of 
this dialogue program to include conversations between the entire LGBT spectrum and 
the heterosexual community.  
Limitations of Study 
 This study focused only on the experiences of gay and bisexual college men.   Future 
research should include an expanded participant pool to capture a larger representation of the 
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various LGBT identities college students possess. This study did not include any members of the 
lesbian community or females who identified as bisexual. In addition, the study did not include 
any individuals who identified as transgender.  The absence of female and transgender students’ 
voices limits the scope of the research study and does not highlight the struggles of this 
historically marginalized group of individuals. 
For a more comprehensive look at the lived, out experiences of college students, all of 
these groups should be included in future scholarship. Also, the overall participant pool could be 
expanded to give additional depth to the research. When more students share their stories, 
opportunities will increase for colleges and universities to learn and grow and better equip 
themselves to provide a safe and satisfactory experience for the LGBT student population. 
Finally, this research study did not focus on the intersection of race and sexual identity and the 
college student experience.  Though there were participants of different racial backgrounds 
included in the study, the cross section of their identities as sexualized and racialized beings were 
not thoroughly explored.  
Future Research  
 This study examined the lived experiences of out gay and bisexual male college students. 
Though the study answered many questions related to these students’ unique experiences, the 
study also uncovered new questions which need to be explored.  The following is a list of areas 
which would benefit from a critical, scholarly examination: 
 The often tumultuous and anxiety filled interaction of gay men with their 
heterosexual male peers was a major theme running throughout the research 
findings. Scholar Beth Berila (2011) studied the experiences of queer male 
students performing gender during their college years. Her research found that 
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“queer men face unique circumstances…and masculinity performances become 
complicated if the campus climate is unwelcoming to LGBT students, which can 
be severely alienating for all queer students” (p. 97).  The experiences outlined by 
Berila manifest themselves with the participants in the research as they struggled 
with “masculinity performances” in relation to their straight male peers.  Further 
research needs to be conducted on the relationships and the “gender 
performances” between out gay men and their heterosexual male counterparts. 
This research should explore how interactions between the two social identity 
groups can become less problematic for gay and bisexual men.  
 The classroom experience for LGBT students was found to be of great importance 
to the overall college experience of the participants in this research study.  These 
findings are in accordance with past research studies which examined LGBT 
students and the classroom experience (see DeSurra & Church, 1994; Evans & 
D’Augelli, 1996; Walls & Evans, 2000; Cramer, 2002; Evans & Herriott, 2004). 
The role faculty members played in leading the classroom and creating a safe 
climate for all students was found to be of paramount importance. Conversations 
with faculty members who have encountered out members of the LGBT 
community in their classrooms need to be documented in order to better educate 
all faculty members who have students right now in their classrooms that identify 
as members of the LGBT community. Clear applications need to be developed for 
these faculty members to make a more inclusive and supportive environment for 
all their students.  
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 The focus of this study was specifically on sexual orientation with other 
participant social identities playing only minor roles in the overall research 
analysis process. However, it is well documented that other identities play a 
significant role on how individuals view and experience the world (Crenshaw, 
1989; Hill-Collins, 1999). Crenshaw (1989) termed these connections as the 
intersectionality of different identities. She believed that these different identities 
are not mutually exclusive of one another but together play a connected role at 
how individuals experience the world around them.  More research needs to be 
conducted on how an individual’s sexual orientation and other identities such as 
race or class play a role in his or her experience being out and staying safe on 
campus.  
 Naturalistic inquiry captures the thoughts, beliefs, opinions, and stories of a 
particular person or group of people at a particular point in time (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985).   However, individuals and groups are changed as time progresses 
and new experiences are added.  In this change process, original opinions may be 
reevaluated and former world views may be reshaped.  For this reason, it would 
be beneficial to revisit this group of 9 individuals whom participated in the 
original research study at some point after the completion of their college 
experience.   During this reconnection, much data could be gathered in an attempt 
to see how original participant experiences as out LGBT college students 
concluded.  Did their experiences as out LGBT students change from the time of 
their original participation in the study to the conclusion of their college 
experience?  For those participations who graduated, what were major factors in 
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their successful completion of a degree as it related to their LGBT identity? For 
those that did not graduate, did their being out and LGBT on campus play a role 
in their non-completion? How had the meanings of the images which they 
originally captured changed? Would they have still captured the same images? 
Would they have captured different images?  The conversations and stories which 
would arise from this reconnection could produce a more comprehensive 
narrative of what the college experience is like for students which are out and 
LGBT on campus.  
 Geographic location is an important aspect of any qualitative research study 
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  This research study was conducted on a college 
campus situated in a very urban area, in a city recently cited as having a very 
open, active, and supportive LGBT community.  To gain an expanded 
understanding of what the LGBT college experience is like for all students, a 
research study should be conducted  that includes LGBT participants from 
colleges and universities located in different geographic locations.   Much can be 
gained by looking across and between the experiences of students from all 
campus types including: rural, suburban, and urban campus locations.  A central 
question to this research study could be: How does the geographic location of an 
LGBT college student’s campus effect (if at all) the overall experience of being 
an out student on campus? 
 Finally, new and different qualitative research methodologies should be utilized to 
more comprehensively capture the lived experiences of individuals in society. 
This research study implemented visual methods in an attempt to explore how a 
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different method, when used in a critical manner, can be used to uncover 
additional areas of hidden oppression and discrimination perpetuated in everyday 
society.  
Conclusion 
 This scholarly work gave voice to 9 gay and bisexual individuals whose shared 
experiences served as the foundation of this research project. These voices, until recently, have 
been historically ignored by the research community, and often times, purposefully repressed 
and/or oppressed by heteronormative and homophobic power structures.  The participants’ 
stories represent similar experiences of tens of thousands of LGBT students enrolled on college 
campuses across the nation.  Though each of these experiences is specific to the individual, when 
analyzed closely, a unique picture begins to develop of what it is like for today’s LGBT college 
students. Much progress has been made over the past twenty years as it relates to bringing 
attention to issues that affect the non-heterosexual communities on campus.  However, as shown 
in this research, there is still a need for work like this to be conducted in an effort to eradicate all 
forms of prejudice and discrimination on campus, leading to a safe(r) campus climate for all 
students, no matter their sexual orientation.  At the beginning of this research report, I included a 
famous quote by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Dr. King famously stated, “Injustice anywhere is a 
threat to justice everywhere.”  As a critical qualitative researcher, Dr. King’s words speak to the 
core of who I am as a scholar and what I attempt to do with my research.  I am hopeful that what 
was uncovered in this intimate research project on LGBT college students can be used to chip 
away at the injustices that Dr. King so eloquently spoke of.  I look forward to the continuation of 
my research with LGBT college students in an effort to make their college experience free from 
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hurtfulness, discrimination, harassment, and prejudice and filled with openness, inclusiveness, 
happiness, and safety.  
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APPENDIX A 
 
Original IRB Protocol Consent 
 
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
 
 Mail: P.O. Box 3999  In Person: Alumni Hall 
  Atlanta, Georgia  30302-3999  30 Courtland St, Suite 217 
 Phone: 404/413-3500 
 Fax:  404/413-3504 
 
October 2, 2009 
 
Principal Investigator: Fournillier, Janice B 
Student PIs: Matthew K Robinson, Krista Hilton 
Protocol Department: Educational Policy Studies  
Protocol Title: A Qualitative Study using Visual Methods which studies Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, and Queer College Students and Their Ability to Feel  Safe on a College Campus 
Submission Type: Protocol H10074 
Review Type: Expedited Review 
Approval Date: October 2, 2009 
Expiration Date: October 1, 2010 
 
The Georgia State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed and approved the 
above referenced study and enclosed Informed Consent Document(s) in accordance with the 
Department of Health and Human Services.  The approval period is listed above. 
 
Federal regulations require researchers to follow specific procedures in a timely manner.  For the 
protection of all concerned, the IRB calls your attention to the following obligations that you 
have as Principal Investigator of this study. 
 
When the study is completed, a Study Closure Report must be submitted to the IRB.   
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For any research that is conducted beyond the one-year approval period, you must submit a  
Renewal Application 30 days prior to the approval period expiration.  As a courtesy, an email 
reminder is sent to the Principal Investigator approximately two months prior to the expiration of 
the study.  However, failure to receive an email reminder does not negate your responsibility to 
submit a Renewal Application.  In addition, failure to return the Renewal Application by its due 
date must result in an automatic termination of this study.  Reinstatement can only be granted 
following resubmission of the study to the IRB. 
 
Any adverse event or problem occurring as a result of participation in this study must be reported 
immediately to the IRB using the Adverse Event Form. 
 
4. Principal investigators are responsible for ensuring that informed consent is obtained 
and that no human subject will be involved in the research prior to obtaining informed consent.  
Ensure that each person giving consent is provided with a copy of the Informed Consent Form 
(ICF ).  The ICF used must be the one reviewed and approved by the IRB; the approval dates of 
the IRB review are stamped on each page of the ICF.  Copy and use the stamped ICF for the 
coming year.  Maintain a single copy of the approved ICF in your files for this study.  However, 
a waiver to obtain informed consent may be granted by the IRB as outlined in 45CFR46.116(d). 
 
All of the above referenced forms are available online at https://irbwise.gsu.edu.  Please do not 
hesitate to contact Susan Vogtner in the Office of Research Integrity (404-413-3500) if you have 
any questions or concerns. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Susan Laury, IRB Chair 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Federal Wide Assurance Number:  00000129 
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APPENDIX B 
 
Participant Informed Consent Form 
 
 
Georgia State University 
Department of Educational Policy Studies 
Participant Informed Consent 
 
Title: Research Study on Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ) 
College Students and What They Need to Feel Safe on a College Campus. 
 
Principal Investigators: Dr. Jennifer Esposito—Principle Investigator 
     Mr. Matthew K. Robison—Student Investigator 
 
I. Purpose: 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of the study is to investigate 
what college students who identity as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer 
(LGBTQ) need in order to feel safe on a college campus. You are invited to participate 
because you are a college student who identifies as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or 
queer. A total of 6 participants will be recruited for this study. Participation will require 4 
– 5 hours of your time over the fall semester of 2009. 
 
II. Procedures: 
 
If you decide to participate, you will be asked to take photos of places you deem safe 
and/or unsafe for LGBTQ college students. Upon development of the photos, you 
will be asked to participate in a 4 – 5 hour interview reflecting on the photos you 
took and why you took those individual images. Also, you may be asked to 
participate in a 1 hour follow-up interview. The interview(s) will be audio taped. 
If you decide to participate, you will be given a camera to take the photos. After you 
complete the photo taking process, an interview(s) will be scheduled at a convenient 
time. The interview will take place on the Georgia State University campus. There 
is no compensation for your participation in this research study. 
 
III. Risks: 
 
In this study, you will not have any more risks than you would in a normal day of 
life. However, going through this process, you may experience emotional 
discomfort. If this process brings up feelings/thoughts/emotions that you feel you 
need assistance with, the Counseling and Testing Center (located at 75 Piedmont 
Avenue) would be a resource for you to use to work through these issues. 
 
IV. Benefits: 
 
Consent Form Approved by Georgia State University IRB October 01, 2010 - September 30, 2011 
149 
 
 
Participation in this study may not benefit you personally. However, we hope to gain 
information that can assist colleges and universities better ensure the safety and security of 
all students, including members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer 
communities. 
 
V. Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal: 
 
Participation in this research study is voluntary. You do not have to be in this study. If 
you decide to be in the study and change your mind, you have the right to drop out at 
any time. You may skip questions or stop participating at any time. Also, the 
photographs you take during your time with the study will be returned to you and/or 
destroyed. Whatever you decide, you will not lose any benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled. 
 
VI. Confidentiality: 
 
We will keep your records private to the extent allowed by law. Information may also be 
shared with those who make sure the study is done correctly (GSU Institutional Review 
Board, the Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP) and/or the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA), and the sponsor). We will use a pseudonym (a fake name) rather 
than your name on study records and visual documents. Only the research team (Esposito and 
Robison) have access to the information you provide. The interviews will be digitally tape 
recorded. The audio files will be stored on Mr. Robison’s firewall and password protected 
home computer. The transcripts and photos will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in Mr. 
Robison’s work office. The key to open the cabinet will be stored on Mr. Robison’s 
personal key ring. Your name and other facts that might point to you will not appear when 
we present this study or publish its results. The findings will be summarized and reported 
in group form. You will not be identified personally. 
 
VII. Contact Persons: 
 
To contact the research team, you can call Dr. Jennifer Esposito at 404-413-8281 or email at 
jesposito@.gsu.edu, or Mr. Matthew K. Robison at 404-617-9885 or email at 
mrobison@gsu.edu If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a participant in 
this research study, you may contact Susan Vogtner in the Office of Research Integrity at 
404-413-3513 or svogtner1@gsu.edu. 
 
VIII. Copy of Consent Form to Subject: 
We will give you a copy of this consent form to keep. 
Consent Form Approved by Georgia State University IRB October 01, 2010 - September 30, 2011 
If you are willing to volunteer for this research and be audio recorded, please sign below. 
 
____________________________________________ _________________ 
Participant        Date 
_____________________________________________ _________________ 
Principal Investigator or Researcher Obtaining Consent Date 
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APPENDIX C 
 
Individuals in Images Informed Consent Form  
 
Georgia State University 
Department of Educational Policy Studies  
Participant Informed Consent  
Title:  Research Study on Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and 
Queer (LGBTQ) College Students and What They Need to Feel 
Safe on a College Campus.  
 
Principal Investigators:  Dr. Jennifer Esposito—Principle Investigator  
Mr. Matthew K. Robison—Student Investigator   
 
I. Purpose:   
You are invited to participate in a research study.  The purpose of the study is to investigate what 
college students who identity as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer (LGBTQ) need in 
order to feel safe on a college campus. You are invited to participate in this study because an 
image of you has been submitted by a study participant to be included in the research findings of 
the study.  It is important to note that just because your image is used in this study, does not 
mean that you identify as a member of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer 
communities.  
 
II. Procedures:  
 
If you agree to have your picture(s) included in this research, you would sign this consent 
form permitting a picture or pictures of you to be included in this research study. You would 
not be required to participate in any other way in the research process.  
 
 
III. Risks:  
 
 
In this study, you will not have any more risks than you would in a normal day of life. 
However, this research will be public information and may be distributed in numerous 
forms and avenues.  Your picture or pictures would be included in all future distribution 
of this research study.  
 
 
IV. Benefits:  
 
Participation in this study may not benefit you personally. However, we hope to gain information 
that can assist colleges and universities better ensure the safety and security of all students, 
including members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer communities.   
151 
 
 
V. Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal:  
 
Participation in this research study is voluntary.  You do not have to be in this study and have 
your picture/pictures associated with this study.  If you decide to be in the study and then 
change your mind, you have the right to withdraw your consent until October 1, 2011. After 
this time, the research process will be concluded and the images within the research report 
cannot be removed.  Whatever you decide, you will not lose any benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled.  
 
VI. Confidentiality:  
 
We will keep your records private to the extent allowed by law. Information may also be shared 
with those who make sure the study is done correctly (GSU Institutional Review Board, the 
Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP) and the sponsor). Only the research team 
(Esposito and Robison) have access to the information you provide. Your name and other facts that 
might point to you will not appear when we present this study or publish its results, only your 
image will be used.  The findings will be summarized and reported in group form.  
 
VII.    Contact Persons:  
 
To contact the research team, you can call Dr. Jennifer Esposito at 404-413-8281 or email at 
jesposito@gsu.edu or Mr. Matthew K. Robison at 404-617-9885 or email at mrobison@gsu.edu. If 
you have questions or concerns about your rights as a participant in this research study, you may 
contact Susan Vogtner in the Office of Research Integrity at 404-413-3513 or svogtner1@gsu.edu. 
VIII. Copy of Consent Form to Subject:  
 
We will give you a copy of this consent form to keep. 
 
If you are willing to have your picture/pictures contained within this research study, please sign 
below.  
 
 ____________________________________________ _________________ 
 Participant        Date  
 
 _____________________________________________ _________________ 
Principal Investigator or Researcher Obtaining Consent  Date  
 
 
